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 1. The Filament 
 
    The story is not a line
Nor is it a circle
It is a spiral, ascending the heavens
Toward perfection, or descending into
Hell, toward oblivion
Sometimes, both at once
-Melchior 
 
    Their hands are so cold, William thought to himself as the blue-skinned giants marched him slowly down the white corridor. The walls were smooth, free of grit or detail of any kind, yet the soft white glow emanating from the ceiling didn’t reveal any measure of shine or sheen; nothing like the gray matte that characterized most things built on Lexin. Slim budgets and stunted technological growth mandated the cheapest, most drab surroundings possible. 
 
    William guessed at just what his guards were. Frost giants, he figured, based on their blue skin, the chill that oddly surrounded them, their wordless, deliberate demeanor, wavy gray hair and stark white eyes with pinpoint pupils. William had trouble telling his two guards apart, and wondered if all frost giants (if that’s what they were) looked alike, or if these were merely brothers or twins. Is this the only job frost giants get to do? I imagine they’re quite good at it. No one’s getting out of an icy grip like this, shackles or no shackles, he thought. In William’s case, it was “shackles.” His captors took no chances, adorning him with a silver circlet that both crowned and neutralized him. 
 
    They led him to a door, though it would have been easy to miss since it was only slightly recessed into the wall and bore no markings or knobs. One of the giants touched it with a finger, making a curiously rapid and complex motion upon its surface, which William took to be some sort of sophisticated entry code. The door vanished and they led him inside, where he found a metallic chair linked to the floor by way of a thick pipe, with a flat, circular plate at the base instead of legs or wheels. It had no back, with arms made of thinner piping that had been bent into rectangular shapes and fused into the structure of the chair. The gaps between the arms allowed William to be shackled to the chair itself, which the giants quickly saw to. 
 
    Across from him sat a stern-looking young woman in a chair that did have a back. Her dark, closely shaven hair and deeply hued skin contrasted dramatically against the white that characterized everything else in the room, and her eyes made him want to shift around in his chair to escape her gaze. She was no stranger: she was Safiya Monroe, and not so long ago she had very nearly been a friend. Now, however, much more than a heavy, metallic table separated them. 
 
    William stole glances at the giants who flanked him, wondering if they were going to stick around for the whole interrogation. He almost didn’t notice the man standing behind Safiya, occupying the far left corner. The gentleman wore a black suit with a black tie over a white shirt. Sunglasses hid his eyes and the rest of his face betrayed no emotion. Either here for security or to report back to Safiya’s boss, William surmised. 
 
    For several long minutes Safiya simply stared at him, as if she could make him confess everything unbidden. Instead, William took his time checking out the room, more interested in how this building’s light sources worked than anything else. How do they pull off that strange glowing effect? his curiosity begged. He knew he wasn’t going anywhere and he had no intention of making this easy for his captors. He studied the ceiling, which gave off a soft white luminescence, not so bright that he would expect it to fill a room, but somehow it did. Even beneath the table, he could scarcely make out a shadow. Clever paint? Advanced polymers? Too bad I can’t ask. They wouldn’t tell me, he thought. 
 
    “William,” Safiya finally uttered, tapping her fingertips on the table. “You have a lot to answer for.” 
 
    If he could have, William would have crossed his arms in defiance, but he settled for gripping at the arms of the chair and leaning forward slightly. “Funny. I could say the same to you,” he countered. “Or at least to your boss.” 
 
    Safiya shot a pointed look up at the giant to William’s left, and immediately he tasted the back of a large blue hand. His cheek burned like someone held ice cubes against it. “So, you’re going to torture me?” he asked, trying to sound unconcerned. 
 
    “Officially? No. Torture is illegal.” She relaxed back into her seat. “Unofficially? I have been given wide discretion in this matter. Cooperation is in your best interest.” 
 
    William glanced at the giant who’d struck him, then back to Safiya. “I’d just like to point out that I was cooperating, up until your people decided I was an enemy of the state.” 
 
    “So you say. Shall I read the statement the one known as The Star Mother released this morning? I believe you know her as ‘Sasha.’” Not waiting for an answer, she tapped the table again, which cast an arrangement of holographic letters into the air above. She read aloud: 
 
    “To the Order, whose authority commands neither respect nor recognition: 
 
    “It has come to my attention that Earth and its colonies hold thousands of members of the Avalonian races in bondage. Having liberated millions of humans from enslavement by the Totality, my conscience demands that I hold the Order similarly accountable. To demonstrate my resolve, I have captured the personnel based at the Luna 2 facility and destroyed that outpost. 
 
    “Consequently, I put forth the following declaration: should the Order not acknowledge this message within the next 48 hours and present a plan for liberation of the enslaved Avalonians, there will be additional attacks on Earth. These attacks will increase in frequency and intensity the longer the Order ignores this demand. I have the means to make good on this threat. It would be best not to defy me. 
 
    “Consider this to be your one and only warning. Signed, Sasha 89652, The Star Mother.” 
 
    The words vanished. Safiya leveled her gaze at him again. 
 
    William turned up his hands as if to throw them up, pulling against his restraints. “What do you want from me? Like I said, we haven’t been in touch.” 
 
    “Yet you were close to her in the past. You expect me to believe you had no prior knowledge of this?” 
 
    “Yes. But I assume you won’t believe me no matter what I say.” 
 
    “I’ll be honest with you, then. This is your opportunity to confess. Describe how you came to know the so-called Star Mother, the nature of your association, and the events and actions that led you here. We will listen to your side of the story.” 
 
    “And what will you do with that? Decide whether I’m innocent or guilty? I’ve already been through your farce of a legal system.” 
 
    She rested her elbows on the table and clasped her hands. “The President has left your fate in my hands, and I’ve got nothing but time. I’m listening.” 
 
    Well, what could it hurt at this point? William tried to lean back, jerking uncomfortably as he remembered the chair had no back support. Straightening up, he sighed and began to speak. 
 
    “If we’re going back to the beginning, it started on Lexin...” 
 
    *** 
 
    There came a moment each morning when William believed, however briefly, that there were beautiful things in this world. “This world” being Lexin, the planet of his birth—not that he’d seen much more of it than the sprawling city of Erzan. The moment came just at dawn, when the sun broke through the cloudy haze and set the entire sky aglow. The smog and pollution vanished, the drab gray architecture shimmered and glittered, and sometimes he had to cover his eyes from the brilliance of it. It lasted maybe a minute at the most, but to William it was often the most precious minute of the entire day. 
 
    On this particular day, he sat on the hood of a black car outside the headquarters of Minco Corporation, one of Lexin’s major mining conglomerates. Steve Marlin, his partner, was busy filling out paperwork in the unmarked vehicle they’d checked out from the motor pool earlier. He was wearing that damn cologne again, the one William hated—stinking up the car with his “Essence of Gold.” He must have a hot date tonight. Thus, William preferring the hood. 
 
    “You about done out there?” Steve grunted, looking up from his documents. He didn’t notice or care about beautiful mornings. 
 
    “Yeah,” William shrugged, bracing himself for the smell as he climbed back into the driver’s seat. “How are those reports coming?” 
 
    Steve gave him a cold stare. “If you really want to know, try doing them yourself sometime.” 
 
    “You know I hate paperwork.” 
 
    “I hate being the junior partner, myself,” Steve hissed, making meticulous marks all over the grid-like pages. “Maybe I’ll put in for a transfer.” 
 
    “Do it, then,” William snapped, not even bothering to look at him. 
 
    “I don’t need this, you know. I could get assigned to a better place. A much better place. Maybe Hollardtown.” 
 
    William laughed and actually glanced over at him this time. “Oh, you want to tangle with the Dogs of Salt Coast now? Those guys would eat you for breakfast, throw you up, and have you again for lunch.” 
 
    “Beats this shithole,” Steve said. 
 
    “That’s what the tourist brochures say. I don’t buy it. You think the big guys aren’t just as much in charge over there as they are here? Hollard’s a Nytrolus city, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “But it has beaches. Beaches, Will! No fucking beaches in this dump.” 
 
    William snorted. “I’m sure Hollard’s beaches are just as polluted as everywhere else.” 
 
    “Not in the brochure, man. Not in the brochure.” 
 
    William smirked and went back to surveillance—the real reason they were here. The stakeout was, of course, all William’s idea. 
 
    About a month back, an exotic dancer who called herself Rainbow was found strangled in one of the VIP rooms at the Goldhand. Nesto Marks, Minco’s Executive Vice President for Development, was known (but not on record) as a regular client, and William had heard from more than one shaken-up working girl that Mr. Marks had some strange tastes and a bit of a temper. In particular, he liked to be rough: scratches and bruises, some of the former requiring bandages. Up until now, the Militiamen hadn’t touched him, owing to his high status, and the fact that none of the women working at the Goldhand were willing to speak against him in court for fear of losing their jobs. For some of them, it was their sole livelihood. As for Marks, William didn’t care about the guy’s title or salary, all that concerned him was that he’d possibly done wrong and deserved to pay the price for it. 
 
    For the last two weeks, William and Steve had been watching Minco HQ, observing Mr. Marks’ comings and goings. They parked in front of a jewelry store, which didn’t open until 10, so they weren’t in anyone’s way. William had a rather solid feel for the man’s schedule by now, and it was simply a matter of waiting to see when the Vice President would give in to his baser urges and look somewhere other than his wife’s bed for satisfaction. 
 
    Their target arrived promptly at 8:03AM, dropped off by the same number 12 tram he always took: the yellow one with the streak of scratched paint below the driver’s window where someone had pulled their car up too close to the tracks. By the time the tram left, Marks was slipping through the revolving door at the base of the building. He normally took about thirty seconds to sign in at the reception desk, maybe a little more if he opted to chat up the intern, which he only did when it was a rare blonde one. Then, he went for coffee, which took a minute and ten seconds if the milk and sugar were in the right place. Finally, he took the elevator up to his office on the fifth floor, which took two minutes and twenty seconds. 
 
    Total time: four minutes, plus or minus 30 seconds. 
 
    “Five creds says his light comes on at 8:07 and 20 seconds. Give me a wiggle room of five seconds,” Steve wagered, holding out his hand, palm up. 
 
    “You’re on,” William agreed, slapping his partner’s hand. Easy fiver, he told himself. 
 
    Steve alternated between staring at his watch and looking up toward the fifth floor corner office where Marks spent his days, and sometimes nights. William watched, too, hoping Steve would be off by at least six seconds. The two of them waited in anxious silence. 
 
    Two minutes in, however, the silence was shattered. 
 
    An alarm went off at the jewelry store to their right, blaring loudly, just before a display pedestal came crashing through the front window from the inside and a man in a black hooded sweatshirt and gray pants jumped out. 
 
    William stuck his head out the car window. “Hey, you! Stop there!” The man quickly made them for Militiamen and found a little extra spring in his step as he sped off in the opposite direction. 
 
    Grunting, William started the car, never losing sight of the suspect with the bundle clutched under his right arm. Tossing it into the trunk of a car down the street, the thief slid with surprising speed into the driver’s seat and car sped off, accelerating rapidly. 
 
    “So much for that fiver,” he lamented, throwing on the sirens and opening up the throttle to give chase. 
 
    They barreled straight through Erzan’s business district, one of the few parts of the city where one wouldn’t typically expect to witness such a brazen crime. Soon, William was able to bring his car close enough for Steve to write down the ID tag emblazoned on the rear of the thief’s vehicle. Granted, it might be counterfeit, but it was always worth checking out. 
 
    “Indigo Garret Niner Eight Five Zed Three,” Steve read aloud, reaching for the microphone attached to their car’s radio to call it in. 
 
    Steve droned the details to dispatch, and almost immediately the on duty dispatcher’s voice crackled a response back to them. “Fox 31, 41-40 confirmed and logged. Vehicle tag is invalid, last reported by Minville three weeks ago. Another 41-40.” 
 
    A repeat offender, William surmised. Minville was eighty kilometers south of Erzan, so it was possible the driver trying to elude them didn’t know Erzan very well. Probably why he’s going in a straight line. He doesn’t know the layout of the city. This’ll be easy. 
 
    “Steve, call in a bird,” William suggested, although it was, in fact, an order. Steve complied, contacting dispatch once more and requesting an air unit. 
 
    Vehicular pursuit through the streets of Erzan was always a dicey prospect—the roads were too narrow, turns too sharp, and in a lot of places there were far too many pedestrians. In the direction they were headed, the chase would soon enter one of Erzan’s less affluent areas, the Redwater, where cars generally gave way to throngs of people buying and selling at curbside. Some of what they sold was legally obtained; much of it wasn’t. “Redwater” was not named for any nearby waterways, lakes, or oceans as Erzan had none of those, at least not of natural origin; it earned its name from the gang violence for which it was notorious. William remembered a saying from when he was a child, living there: “When the red water runs, you run, too.” Guess I never ran far enough, he mused. 
 
    The skyscrapers that characterized the downtown business area was soon behind them, not that William noticed; he kept his eyes fixed on the rear end of the vehicle they tailed, and his concentration on closing the distance between them. These chases weren’t an everyday occurrence, but they came frequently enough that people knew to get out of the way when they heard the sirens or saw the flashing lights of a Militiamen vehicle, and for that William was grateful. William realized they’d crossed into Redwater when they passed the intersection at Stone Street where the sidewalks suddenly went from pristine and level to cracked and pitted, almost as if they separated two different cities. The amount of activity around the street also increased, and William hoped none of those vending carts “accidentally” rolled into his path, which had happened to him a couple of times before. Just one enterprising citizen doing their part to thwart legitimate Militiamen from their work. 
 
    It didn’t happen this time, to his great relief, but as the pursuit continued William’s patience began to run thin. “Where’s that damn bird?” he demanded. 
 
    Steve clicked the mic again. “Dispatch, this is Fox 31, status on air unit?” 
 
    “Eagle 15 en route.” 
 
    “Guess we just have to wait,” Steve sighed. 
 
    “I’m going to have to go around,” William warned. “Once we get to Granite Street, I won’t be able to keep this pace up. The people should slow him down, though, unless he’s a complete psycho.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not.” 
 
    William made a quick right onto Fuller Street, intending to cut their target off a few streets down at Redwater’s northern boundary with Stillstown, where people with a bit more money and means settled and, true to the name of their neighborhood, didn’t make a whole lot of noise. First they had to cross Granite Street, so William cut left at Third Avenue, where the crowds were less dense. He slowed down, hoping the man they were chasing had to go even slower. If not, and there’s no air unit here, we’re screwed. 
 
    He pushed through the intersection at Granite Street, and out of the corner of his eye caught a flash of the street pole with the crosswalk sign on it standing right next to the building that used to be the old locksmith’s place until it burned down about eight years ago. It had been converted into a little apartment building since then: six units; small, cheap, and dirty. But back when it was a locksmith shop, the Granite Street Boys ran a fence out of the storeroom—the price they demanded of the owner, Mr. Randall, instead of simple protection money. Sometimes it had also served as their home base, when their other houses were too hot. 
 
    Josie died here. The memory struck him just then. He had not seen her lying there as the life ran out of her—the other Militiamen wouldn’t let him. 
 
    Their parents were both gone, and William joined the Militiamen as soon as he turned 12 in order to take care of them—him and Josie. She always had her own ideas, though, and the Granite Street Boys offered her a more interesting life, albeit a brief one. William didn’t want to think about his little sister lying there, or the raid that night which should have led to quiet arrests as the Boys were caught in their sleep but instead turned into a bloodbath. A couple of stray bullets caught her as she slept on a cot; she never even saw it coming. The thought of going out that way often kept him up at night. 
 
    No one’s going to kill me in my sleep. Eyes wide open, staring right into whoever’s pulling the trigger. The idea that he might not die violently never occurred to him; it was a foregone conclusion, given his line of work. 
 
    He banged a left on Letterson as the radio crackled to life again. “Fox 31, this is Eagle 15, in pursuit. Break off.” 
 
    William grabbed the mic from Steve’s hand, wrapping his index finger around the transmit button. “Eagle 15, this is Fox 31. We’ve almost got him.” 
 
    “Negative, Fox 31. Disengage. We’ve got it from here.” 
 
    William ignored the order and swung the car back around toward First Avenue. He pulled up to the intersection, stopped right in the middle and looked to his left. Sure enough, the old white car, dents and scratched paint in abundance, came right at them. We’ve got him cut off. There’s nowhere to go. 
 
    “He’ll stop,” William promised. “He’ll stop.” 
 
    The driver seemed not to notice them. William readied his foot above the accelerator, in case he was wrong and they needed to get out of the way quickly, when four words came over the radio that he had not anticipated: “Eagle 15, weapons free.” 
 
    “No,” he breathed, his eyes wide. “They can’t do that.” 
 
    But he knew what it meant. He slammed down the pedal to move them forward, squeezing the mic as hard as he could. “Tell me you didn’t fire yet! You didn’t fire! He’s ours. We’ve got him! Hold off, Eagle 15!” 
 
    “Negative, Fox 31. We got him.” 
 
    Two seconds later, the car they’d chased halfway across Erzan exploded into a rolling ball of debris. They both ducked, even knowing their windows were reinforced enough to be impervious to the flying chunks of shrapnel beating against the side of the vehicle. 
 
    “Fuck this,” William spat, slamming the gearshift into reverse. Steve said nothing, looking uncertainly down at the reports in his lap. 
 
    *** 
 
    Back at the station, William stormed in, fists clenched, heading straight for Chief Schultz’s door. Next to it sat Sergeant Fritz’s desk, and it was the Sergeant himself who stepped into William’s path. 
 
    “What’re you doing, Pearson?” He was a big man, a lot bigger than William, and all he had to do was stand there with his arms crossed over his chest to make it obvious that no one was getting through. 
 
    “I need to see the Chief,” William said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “This about that burglary? Save your breath. Guy was a repeat offender—he’d hit jewelry stores from here to Trent. Good riddance.” 
 
    William tried to be intimidating, but he was not very good at it when having to look up at this man. “That wasn’t your call. Our job is to arrest criminals, not blow them up. Now let me through. This isn’t your problem.” 
 
    “Actually, it is my problem. See, you want to bug the Chief, and that’s gonna make him mad. Schultz gets mad, he takes it out on me, and then I take it out on you. Nobody’s happy. Just go back to your desk and start writing this one up; the Chief wants it by morning.” 
 
    William did walk over to his desk as he was told, but instead of filling out a report, he swept everything onto the floor with a crash—his lamp, his coffee mug (Erzan Oremongers ‘56), phone, CROPII terminal, and a stack of papers. Everyone in the office stopped what they were doing and stared at him. There goes Pearson, having another tantrum because things didn’t go how he wanted, he thought to himself, imagining the criticisms and gossip lurking beneath their glares. His gaze passed over all of them, and he wondered if a single one gave a damn about what happened out there. 
 
    “Just a dead jewel thief. Who cares? It’s not as if our job is to protect anyone, to make sure the innocent are kept safe and the guilty are punished. That’s someone else’s problem,” he muttered. 
 
    He didn’t even notice Steve was there until his partner’s face leaned in close to his. “Will? Buddy? Are you okay?” 
 
    Steve waved his hand across William’s field of vision to make sure, and it took every shred of restraint he possessed for William not to punch him right in the mouth. “I’m going home,” he croaked, then turned and walked out the door. 
 
    Steve glanced back toward Sergeant Fritz and shrugged. 
 
   
  
 

 2. Deeper 
 
    William’s mind wandered as he rode the tram home, heading south to the neighborhood they called Mercantile. It used to be a bustling place, back before the Long Depression drove all the businesses east to Hollardtown. As the cost of real estate plummeted, a bunch of apartment complexes sprang up with small rents and smaller rooms; William’s was on the tenth floor of Wilhelm Gardens’ tower B, oddly named since there were no gardens anywhere nearby. 
 
    Erzan supposedly had parks once upon a time, but the need for more resources and more land to develop doomed them to being plowed under and reborn into something more practical. You had to run up to Stillstown or leave Erzan completely to find much vegetation, and most of what was visible out of the city limits wasn’t in the best shape. Supposedly, a huge deciduous forest still existed to the southwest of Erzan, and William had seen postcards of distant reaches of Lexin that hadn’t been completely stripped by the major mining concerns. Somehow, he’d never found the time to go to any places like that; work was too busy, or he didn’t want to spend the money traveling. 
 
    Linda used to beg him to go on vacation with her. He never did. 
 
    He hadn’t thought about her in a few days, at least not consciously. When he got home, though, he learned that she had apparently been thinking of him, too. He stepped off the tram and took the elevator up to his floor, opening the door to his one-bedroom apartment as the lights automatically switched on ahead of him. The falsely cheerful voice of his computerized assistant module greeted him. 
 
    “Good evening, William! You have three new messages from Linda Ellerman.” 
 
    He called the assistant Brenda, but he could have named it anything; all he wanted was a female voice and a common name, something to make “her” blend in and not get in his way too much. Brenda was good at that. 
 
    “Play messages,” he ordered, taking off his leather coat and hanging it on the hook to the right of the door. He glanced around the place as if he expected something not to be exactly as he left it, while Brenda announced his first message. 
 
    “Hey, William. It’s me. Haven’t talked in a week, I think. Are you okay? Work’s been busy here. The tips are good, but I swear I’m going to chop off the hands of the next prick who smacks my behind. Anyway, that’s not why I called. Why did I call? Crap, I forgot. I’m so sorry. I’ll call back when I remember. Is there a way to delete these? Brenda, can you delete this?” 
 
    William had been half-listening for the duration, sorting through the stack of mail that rested in the basket next to his door. It was always bills or garbage, and he could’ve easily had Brenda handle all of the former for him but he just preferred to do it himself. He dropped the electricity and phone bills into the wire basket on the kitchen counter which bore a strip of paper taped to it that read “UNPAID BILLS” in his disorganized scrawl that had so frustrated his first grade teacher. 
 
    “Next message,” Brenda announced, but before it began to play William stopped her. 
 
    “Wait a second. Brenda, why didn’t you delete Linda’s first message?” he inquired. 
 
    “You disabled that feature during my initial configuration,” Brenda informed him pleasantly. 
 
    William paused for a moment, trying to remember if he had indeed disabled the appropriate setting when he set up the system, but he couldn’t recall. “Okay. Play the next message.” 
 
    “William! It’s me again. Sorry about before. I just forgot. There’s a band coming in a couple weeks that I think I remember you liking. The Angry Catfish? I think that’s them. They’re playing my bar, actually. Some guy came by with flyers for us to post up and I took one. I can bring it by sometime and you can tell me if you’d like to go. I can’t believe I forgot. The flyer was sitting right by the phone when I called before.” He heard her laugh. “Okay, so call me when you can.” 
 
    William had made it to his sofa by the time the message finished, and tapped a small display device on the coffee table that allowed him to watch news items scroll by. He took off his boots and tossed them toward the door, where they landed in the same unkempt heap with his sneakers, loafers, and formal shoes. None of the headlines interested him: something about Nytrolus posting record profits and the next year looking good as they ramped up operations somewhere called Trepsis, crime reports, etc. With a population of about six million people in its metropolitan area, Erzan just seemed to come with a handful of murders, a few dozen rapes, and maybe fifty robberies on any given day. 
 
    “Next message,” said Brenda, as William’s vision unfocused and the marquee headlines became an unintelligible blur. 
 
    “It’s me. Last one today, I promise. I’m getting off work early tonight, so I thought maybe I could come by? If you get home at the usual time, I won’t be able to reach you before I need to be on the tram to get over there, so I’m just going to show up. Don’t be mad. I would have called you at work but I know how much you hate that. I should be there half an hour after you get home. Don’t worry if the place isn’t picked up. I’m used to that. Maybe I’ll help clean up while you’re at work tomorrow. My shift doesn’t start until two, so I have time. Sorry, I’m rambling on and on again. I’ll be there in a while.” 
 
    William sighed. He wasn’t in much of a mood for company, nor was he good at telling Linda “no.” It was not lost on him that Linda essentially told him she was spending the night, as if he had no say in the matter. It was still strange to share a bed with her, the way they slept with their backs to one other, each shuffling toward opposite edges of the bed just to be sure they didn’t touch by accident because touching would mean something, and meaning was the last thing William wanted to find with Linda these days. 
 
    I’ll just deal with it, he thought with resignation. 
 
    She showed up a few minutes later than he would have guessed—the tram had likely run late. “Linda Ellerman is here,” Brenda announced just before his door buzzer went off. William sprang from the sofa, pressed the button on the keypad that would let her into the building, unlocked his own door, and left it open slightly before returning to the couch. 
 
    A few minutes later, she peeked her head in. “Hi,” she said, almost whispering. 
 
    “Hi, come on in,” he said. 
 
    She pushed the door open the rest of the way and stepped inside, locking it behind her. Tossing her purse on the kitchen counter, she made her way over to the couch and flopped down next to him. 
 
    “What’s wrong? You look sad,” she commented, resting her elbow on the back of the sofa and studying him. 
 
    William smirked. “Don’t I always look sad to you?” 
 
    “Ever since you left me,” she shot back, returning the expression. 
 
    “Let’s not start that again.” 
 
    “Sorry. You know I have to tease you.” She poked him in the side with her finger. He grumbled. 
 
    “You really had to come tonight to discuss that... concert thing?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I didn’t have anything else going on, and I got off work early, and we hadn’t seen each other lately, so I thought it would be nice.” 
 
    “What if I had plans?” 
 
    “You never have plans, Will. I know you.” She rolled her eyes, picking up the display unit from the coffee table and sliding her finger across the screen to see what he’d been reading. “You stay up here every night doing nothing but reading about how terrible the world is. You need me to come around so your life isn’t completely devoid of fun.” 
 
    “You’re a little too much fun for me sometimes. You ever think about that? You can be a little exhausting.” 
 
    She recoiled slightly, an exaggerated pout on her lips. “Only a little? Then I need to try harder.” 
 
    “And nice of you to just volunteer to share my bed, by the way!” he blurted. 
 
    “I’ll sleep on the couch if it bothers you so much,” she grinned. 
 
    “Can’t you find someone else to torment?” 
 
    “Sorry, Will. You ruined me for other guys.” She let out a dramatic sigh. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.” 
 
    “The Erzan District Court says otherwise,” he reminded her. 
 
    “A piece of paper can’t stop true love,” Linda warbled, singing the last couple of words and fluttering her eyes in that way that always both annoyed and charmed him. 
 
    He drove his hands into the cushions and pushed himself off the couch, walking away out of her reach. As he neared the door, he turned and pointed at her. “You drive me nuts, you know that?” 
 
    “That’s the whole reason I come here! I like getting a rise out of you. I just don’t get the kind of rise I’m usually looking for.” Her eyes drifted to his crotch. 
 
    “You’re gross, Linda,” he said. “Look, I’ll go to the concert with you, but only if I get a four week moratorium on your flirting.” 
 
    “One week,” she countered. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “One.” 
 
    “Two and a half!” His face turned red. 
 
    Linda’s expression remained serious. “One.” 
 
    “One week isn’t even a bargain!” William nearly shouted. “You don’t play fair at all.” 
 
    “I never said I was fair. One week it is, then,” she declared, getting up off the couch and following him. 
 
    He backed up toward the bedroom door, wondering what she was up to. Once he was past the door, she planted one hand on his chest and shoved him back onto the bed, then she turned and ran right out of his room, pulling the door shut behind her. 
 
    “Take a nap so you’re not so cranky,” she commanded from the other side of the door. 
 
    “You’re a pain in my ass, Linda!” 
 
    She leaned back against the door, brushing a curl of brown hair out of her eyes and idly checking her nails. “Oh, I know that.” 
 
    William was surprised to discover that he actually had slept when he woke up a while later. 
 
    I must have needed that, he thought. 
 
    He was lying on his right side, facing the open doorway leading to the en suite bathroom. The little red light between the outlets above the sink was flickering still, he noticed; every night he told himself he’d get it replaced but somehow he always forgot. He rolled over and suddenly realized why he was cold: Linda occupied the other side of the bed and was curled up facing him, snugly wrapped up in all his blankets. Sometime during the night, she’d stripped him down to his underwear, leaving him wearing nothing but his striped blue boxers. 
 
    He sighed loudly, hoping it would wake her up. It didn’t. 
 
    He watched her sleep, her hands resting beneath her cheek, body rising and falling with each breath. An orange glow from the streetlights outside leaked into the room via the egress window, making her brown hair seem black, and illuminating her thin face and high cheekbones. Even in her sleep, a sly smile graced her lips, as if she were dreaming of more ways to prank and tease him. He turned onto his back, haunted by shreds of his own nightmares: a flaming wreckage careening toward him then past, the heat so intense it was almost tangible, chased by the disturbingly pleasant smell of burning flesh, and while he couldn’t logically see it, from within the fireball he sensed the accusing stare of a partially melted skull boring into him and through him. 
 
    William put his hand on his chest as if to slow his surging heartbeat, stumbling out of bed and into the bathroom. Quickly, he snapped on the light to chase the image from his mind. Dipping his hands into the sink, he caught the cool water as it began pouring from the faucet and splashed it onto his face. He stared at his dripping visage in the mirror, noticing that flecks of gray were surfacing in his black hair, and dots along his jaw and especially around his chin were betraying his age, too. 
 
    It’s just the job, he told himself. Ten years. Ten more years. I’m halfway there. I can stay here until then. Save as much as I can, then get away from here and never have to look at this place again. No more Erzan, no more Redwater, no more Schultz, no more Fritz, no more Nesto Marks, no more dead girls, no more... He wanted to put Linda in there but found that somehow he couldn’t. 
 
    He looked through the bathroom door at her, still in his bed asleep. The alarm clock on his nightstand read 4:02 am. Figuring he might be able to get in a few more hours of sleep, he climbed back into bed facing Linda and closed his eyes. 
 
    “William?” she whispered. 
 
    “I thought you were asleep,” he whispered back. 
 
    “I was. Bad dreams again?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Look, I know you may not want to talk about what happened yesterday, but I think you should. It’s not good to keep this stuff inside you all the time. I could tell you were having nightmares. Your clothes were so soaked with sweat I had to take them off you, and you even tried to fight me off a little bit. You wouldn’t stop moving around. I know your job’s not easy; I sure couldn’t do it, but you need to talk to someone. The Militiamen have a staff counselor, don’t they? Use that. Or use me. Just talk to somebody.” 
 
    He exhaled, and everything that happened the day before began to spill out. After he finished telling her the story, he found himself just as wound up about it as he’d felt when he first arrived back at the office. 
 
    “Those assholes just blew him up, like it was nothing. Bam! One missile and he was just done. Whoever he was, whatever he’d done, it went up in a ball of fire and molten metal. I can’t fix that. Nobody can fix that. He’s just dead. For what: maybe a few rings and necklaces, rubies and emeralds and garnets, silver and gold?” 
 
    “Don’t they execute people for stealing jewels?” she inquired. 
 
    “Yes, they do, but that’s not the point, Linda! You’re supposed to investigate, gather proof, not just execute; but I can’t do anything about it, other than not be the executioner. These guys... I swear they enjoy it. Maybe they became Militiamen just so they could kill people, and it sure wouldn’t be the first time that ever happened,” he paused, taking a deep breath. “I just know that I try to do a good job. I really do. Some of them, I don’t think they care at all. It’s like a game to see how many bad guys they can blow up today! If innocent people die, who cares? At least we maybe got a bad guy.” 
 
    “Did any innocent people die yesterday during the chase?” 
 
    William shook his head. “Not that I know of for sure, but they weren’t being especially careful. I’m sure it wouldn’t matter to them if they’d blown up a tram full of schoolchildren by mistake.” 
 
    Linda looked skeptical. “They might care about that one, Will. You’re making them sound like inhuman monsters.” 
 
    “Maybe they are. I don’t know. I’m just fucking angry, okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “I know. That’s why I think you should talk to someone, like a counselor or something.” 
 
    “They put guys who do that behind desks. I’ve seen it. That’s not happening to me,” he vowed. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do then?” 
 
    “Just keep doing what I’m doing, I guess. That’s what I was thinking—ride this to retirement, then get away from this place. There’s got to be better places to live than Erzan.” 
 
    “Stillstown doesn’t seem so bad,” Linda suggested, though William knew she was speaking from the perspective of someone who mostly just heard about the place, rather than having spent much time there. 
 
    He scowled. “I’ve been up there on a few calls. The most uptight, obnoxious, entitled people I’ve ever met live there. The folks who work downtown in their fancy high-rises and nice suits? They go home to Stillstown with their boutique dogs and trophy wives and drug-addled kids. They take weekend trips up to Hollard beach and lick angel mist from the asscracks of working girls, while on a boat that probably costs more than this whole building. That’s not going to be me.” 
 
    “You’re really angry,” Linda noted. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be? Don’t you have guys pawing at you all night at your job? Imagine dealing with people who do a lot worse, and some of them get away with it just because they’re a few degrees removed from the damage they cause. At least your ass-grabbers have to do it with their own two hands.” 
 
    She glared at him, annoyed. “I get that you’re mad, but don’t take it out on me, and don’t make it sound like your job is so much worse than mine. I deal with shitty people, too. They may not be murderers or robbers, but do you think they give me any respect? At least you get that from some people. Men come into the bar and ogle me, and my boss tells me he’ll fire me if I don’t dress in tight enough clothes because the more curves and skin I show, the more money he makes. I put up with it because I need the cash and we both know I’m not good at anything else.” 
 
    “That’s not true. You can paint.” 
 
    “What, houses?” Linda scoffed. “I haven’t picked up a brush in years. I can’t afford supplies, either. Are you seriously saying I should quit my job to become a starving artist?” 
 
    “People do it,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll quit waiting tables at the bar and you quit chasing down jewel thieves. I’ll paint and you’ll... do whatever it is an angry old guy does.” She poked him in the gut just to agitate him. 
 
    “I’m not that old!” he growled. 
 
    She dug her fingers into his hair, noticing the gray strands catching the scarce light of the streetlamps below. “What’s this, then? Is this new or have you been coloring it?” 
 
    “I don’t color my hair, Linda.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll look nice with gray hair, more serious and trustworthy,” she mused. 
 
    He took her wrist and pushed it away from his head. “Don’t change the subject.” 
 
    “Well, you decided to start talking about my job like you know anything about it.” 
 
    “You started it, making me talk about my job. It’s only fair,” he said, turning away from her, closing both his eyes and the subject. 
 
    He could sense her staring at his back, but neither of them said anything else. He wished he could will himself back to sleep as easily as he’d drifted off earlier that night, but William rarely got what he wished. 
 
   
  
 

 3. Assignment 
 
    Linda was still asleep when William left quietly the next morning, dressed in his duty attire: a gray jacket over a white collared shirt, with gray slacks and black boots. His position as an investigator allowed for considerable flexibility in wardrobe but he preferred to keep it simple. His outfit wasn’t much different from the duty uniform young Militiamen wore while on patrol, he just displayed fewer badges and ornaments; those, he kept in a wood and glass case under his bed with the exception of his badge, which stayed in his wallet, ready to be flashed at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The tram was a few minutes late picking him up, and he knew he would be getting some grief from Fritz for not clocking in on time. He could probably have thrown together a quick work-related justification—checking up on a lead, doing surveillance, something like that, but he didn’t think Fritz was worth using up a perfectly good excuse he might need another time. It wasn’t as if the Sergeant would do more than complain anyway, and maybe Schultz might hear of it later, but it was unlikely that it would amount to much. They needed him. 
 
    “The Chief wants to see you,” Fritz said far too cheerfully as William strolled into the office. 
 
    He detoured by his desk just long enough to sign in at the terminal, then strode purposefully past Fritz and opened Schultz’s door, letting himself in. Schultz was on the phone, attempting unsuccessfully to escape some charity event obligation he wasn’t interested in. He glanced up and saw William standing just inside the door. 
 
    “Look, I’ll check for it when I get home, okay? I need to get back to work, Maria,” Schultz said, hastily ending the call. He quickly hid the anxiety and annoyance on his face behind a congenial facade, resting his elbows on the desk and tenting his hands. “Pearson, have a seat.” 
 
    William took one of the brown chairs on the other side of the desk. “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    He shuffled a few papers around as if he needed to find something. “Yes, we have a few things to discuss: first, good job yesterday, that’s the kind of work we like to see around here. One less jewel thief to deal with in this town is always a good thing.” 
 
    William shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “About that, sir. I wasn’t trying to kill the guy, I wanted to bring him in. Whoever was flying Eagle 15 got trigger happy. They trashed him at the north end of Redwater. There was no reason for it, sir. I could have brought him in.” 
 
    Schultz stopped digging through his papers and looked at William. A thin man, he was not terribly tall, with graying hair cropped short and a bushy mustache beneath his nose that hid his lips, but despite his size his subordinates often found him intimidating. Intimidation didn’t appear to be Schultz’s purpose this morning, however. 
 
    “These things happen. The important thing is that you stopped him. And let’s be honest, you guys saved the taxpayers a tidy sum on trial and incarceration.” 
 
    William frowned. “If saving money is what we care about, then why don’t I just kill every suspect and call it a day?” 
 
    Schultz’s expression hardened. “Don’t be a smartass. I know you like everything nice and clean, you like routine, and I get that. But this isn’t a routine world, or a routine job. You’ve been here long enough to know that. Which brings me to my next topic for discussion—” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Schultz stopped him with a commanding tone. “Nesto Marks. Leave him alone, Pearson. You got lucky yesterday, catching that robbery as it happened, and if it wasn’t for that I’d be a lot more upset with you right now. Do you know who called me yesterday afternoon? Tad Orville, the CEO of Minco. Can you imagine why he might have contacted me? I couldn’t, but it seems our friend Mr. Marks noticed some Militiamen watching him and let me tell you he is not too happy about it. He told Orville, Orville called me, and here we are. I shouldn’t be put in the position where I need to explain why one of my guys is stalking one of his without authorization from me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this girl Rainbow—” 
 
    “—is dead, Pearson! No one cares about her. If anyone cared about her, she wouldn’t have been strangled to death in the back room of some skin bar.” 
 
    William felt his anger building, boiling up inside him like it had the day before. He clutched the arms of the chair, putting all his effort into not hurtling himself across the desk and decking Schultz right in the mouth. 
 
    “Sir,” he said through gritted teeth, “I’m just trying to do my job.” 
 
    Schultz leaned forward, raising his eyebrows, staring right into William as if his eyes were hooks to drag him closer. “Your job, Pearson, is to keep the peace in this city. Pissing off our biggest contributors does not keep the peace; without Minco, without Nytrolus or Day-Vern, this city has no Militiamen. They make the money. They are the economy. They pay the taxes, they donate the money and buildings and ugly fucking statues in the park, and we choke down what they feed us because we have no damn choice. Do you get that? Do you think the life of one used-up girl means anything next to a man like Nesto Marks?” 
 
    William was about to speak, but again Schultz cut him off. “I wasn’t actually asking, Pearson, so don’t bother. You need to remember who’s in charge around here. You and me, we just answer to the big boys who really run this town. Our job is to keep the blood off the streets. Check anyone who gets too bold. Shut down the gangs. Remember those? Granite Street’s back, I’m hearing, something about a turf issue with the Stonecarvers. How many people do you think they’ll end up killing? More than Nesto Marks will, I guarantee you, and none of them will have done anything near what Marks and Minco have accomplished for this city. I am ordering you to leave Marks alone; in fact, stay away from anyone who works for Minco. Don’t think that means you can look for trouble with one of the other mining firms, either, consider them all off-limits. You just stick to the street. You love having puzzles to solve – go dig into some of those cold cases no one bothers with.” 
 
    William slouched uncomfortably against the back of the chair with his arms folded. “Is that all, sir?” 
 
    “Actually, no, there is one more thing. Word has come down from the Militiamen Provincial Authority that Trepsis needs a new Chief over there. Their last three... well, anyway they don’t have one right now.” 
 
    William shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “So, Pearson, I think you are in need of a new assignment and this should be right up your alley. In six weeks, you are off to Trepsis,” the Chief announced. 
 
    “I don’t even know where that is.” 
 
    Schultz looked at him as if he’d just blurted obscenities in a foreign language. “It’s the next solar system over, set up about eight months ago. It’s been a rocky start from what I’ve heard, and no, that’s not a mining pun, so wipe that stupid grin off your face. You like challenges? Here’s a big one for you. In the meantime, however, don’t test me. Stay away from the mining companies and everyone who works for them, especially anyone whose pay grade doesn’t require them to say ‘sir.’ I do not want another call from Tad Orville, and I’m sure you don’t want to endure this lecture again.” 
 
    “No, sir, I don’t,” he said with mock sheepishness, though Schultz didn’t seem to notice. “But, what if I don’t want to go to Trepsis?” 
 
    Schultz sighed, his annoyance growing. “Well, that is certainly up to you. If you don’t go, however, I suspect you won’t be with my department much longer. Not unless you find a new William Pearson in there who knows how to follow orders, stick to limits, and do the job he is told to do, instead of running around upsetting people with enough clout to make us all very, very unhappy. Since the chance of that lies somewhere between ‘zero’ and ‘none,’ you would be taking your chances with me, to put it mildly.” 
 
    William kept his expression carefully neutral. “Understood, sir. Am I dismissed?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll send you an information packet on Trepsis. You’ll like it, I think. I hear the weather’s nicer, the air is cleaner, and the gangs kill a lot more efficiently, as I’m sure your predecessors would tell you, if they could. Review it and get back to me.” 
 
    William left Schultz’s office, strode quickly past his desk, and this time he didn’t sweep everything onto the floor out of anger. He wasn’t sure what to think or feel, but the rage from moments before had dissipated. He realized that Schultz was probably punishing him with this remote assignment, yet at the same time it presented an enormous opportunity. 
 
    I’ve wanted to get away from here for a long time. Maybe not this far away, but away is away, isn’t it? he considered. 
 
    Lost in thought, he almost walked right into Steve as he entered the office. “Hey, Steve,” William said, smiling in a way that made Steve suspicious. “Remember how you said you thought about putting in for a transfer? You won’t have to.” 
 
    “Uh, what are you talking about?” his partner muttered, glancing around to see if some kind of practical joke was being played on him. 
 
    Without answering, William headed out the front door into the street where the city around him was just waking up. Trams zipped back and forth taking people to their jobs all over Erzan. Some had their own cars, but most people used the tram since it was cheaper and reliable enough for those who depended on it. 
 
    How did it all come to this? he wondered, watching people disembarking from the tram across the street. He didn’t remember always being such a thorn in the side of his superiors. Did I always just follow orders before? I know I was a wide-eyed rookie once, same as anyone else, but have I really changed that much? Have I outgrown this job or has it outgrown me? 
 
    In Trepsis, he wouldn’t need to follow orders, he would be the one giving them. It was new enough that there wouldn’t be any deeply established political influence to contend with, and Trepsis was far enough from Lexin that he might have a chance to do things his own way. The right way. 
 
    “Will? What’s going on with you?” Steve interrupted his daydreaming, having followed him outside and now brandishing a puzzled look. 
 
    “Oh, I guess nobody in there wanted to tell you?” he replied. “I’m being shipped out, all the way to Trepsis.” 
 
    “What? You mean I’m going to be stuck here by myself? That’s just great, man.” 
 
    “You’re sick of being my partner anyway,” William teased. 
 
    “Yeah, but what if I get an even worse one?!” Steve lamented. 
 
    “You’ll manage, Steve. Now, let’s get back to work.” 
 
    William waved him back through the station’s front door, following him to the rear offices. He sat down at his desk, and for the first time he almost felt in control of his fate. Six more weeks of this, then I’m off to Trepsis. Wonder what that will be like. 
 
    He began poring through the seemingly bottomless piles of paperwork on his desk, all thoroughly disorganized after the way he’d thrown them off the day before, and tried to find something he was interested in working on. Finally, he came across the file on Harold Dawes. It was a robbery case that took place in an elderly widower’s house several months prior: three men dragged the guy out of bed, tied him to a chair, and beat him with an electrical cord until he gave up the location of his dead wife’s jewels. They took a ring and a couple of necklaces that were not worth a tremendous amount of money, along with the cash the old man had on hand, and left him tied to the chair. It was hours of screaming before a neighbor called for help. William remembered taking the initial report, talking personally to the old man, who was hoarse from screaming for so long and difficult to understand. The robbers had worn black masks to hide their faces, kept almost all of their skin covered so as not to leave any genetic evidence behind, and communicated in yells and whispers to thwart voice identification methods. 
 
    Smart guys, William mused, but wasted on what could have been only a couple hundred creds. Couldn’t have been worth the effort for them, much less the penalty. Should they ever be brought to justice, they would be marked for death. He didn’t get much further into the Dawes file before one of the female patrol officers interrupted him. 
 
    “Pearson? I’ve got somebody here to see you. Says you’re working a case of his?” The officer nodded to her left, indicating the old man next to her. He had a long gray beard around his wrinkled face, thinning white hair up top, and wore a dark blue robe that kept his arms and hands hidden. 
 
    William studied the man carefully. He knew a Sage when he saw one, but playing ignorant gave him the advantage sometimes. “I don’t think so. Have we met, Mr...?” 
 
    “Zotz,” the old man said, sticking his hand out from beneath the folds. 
 
    William shook the man’s hand awkwardly, then offered him the seat beside his desk. “I apologize if we’ve met before. I work a lot of cases, but usually I don’t forget a face.” 
 
    Zotz sat down and leaned toward him. “That’s because we have not met, but you may have heard of me. I’m the Sage of Erzan.” 
 
    “Do we only have one?” William inquired. 
 
    “At a time, yes.” 
 
    William scratched at his forehead, perplexed. “So, what brings you to my office?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of Earth?” 
 
    The cobwebs in William’s mind began to clear a little. He knew Zotz looked somehow familiar, though he couldn’t place where or when he’d seen him before until the mention of Earth. “You’re that guy, then? The one who passes out those flyers and is always yelling about Earth, the salvation of our people, all that stuff?” 
 
    Zotz nodded with a smile. “You know my work.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you around. Look, I don’t really have time for mysteries, sir, so if you can tell me what you need from me, I’ll do anything I can to help.” 
 
    “You need to find it, William,” the old man urged, suddenly serious. 
 
    “Earth?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    William sighed. “Did Steve put you up to this? Is he paying you? He’s lucky I’m going to be gone in six weeks, I’d prank him into next year if I could.” 
 
    Zotz shook his head. “No, William. This is not a prank. I need you to help me find Earth.” 
 
    William put his elbow on the desk, holding up his head, feeling his already thin patience dwindling. “And how would you like me to do that? I don’t believe we have any files on that here. I’m lucky if I can find a kid that’s been missing more than a day, much less a planet that’s been missing for... well, how long is it supposed to be?” 
 
    “A long time,” Zotz assured him. “To count it in years would only add confusion. A year here is not a year there. I am one of the oldest men alive in Erzan, and Earth has been an ancient mystery since I was born.” 
 
    William tried not to sound exasperated. “Look, I’m flattered you have so much faith in me, but you’ve got the wrong guy for this. I’m a militiaman. A cop. Not a... whatever you’d call someone who goes looking for lost planets.” 
 
    Zotz waved his gnarled finger at him. “That’s precisely why you are the perfect man for the job.” 
 
    “Please, no riddles. I’m bad at riddles. If you want me to do something, just be blunt. Tell me what you want, and I’ll tell you ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ Let’s not waste each other’s time.” 
 
    Zotz found that agreeable. “Meet me after you are finished with your duties this evening. I will be outside the old station at Barnes and Flightham. I want to show you something.” 
 
    “As long as it’s not what’s under your robe, fine,” William smirked. “I’ll see you there around 8.” 
 
    Why am I even doing this? he asked himself. I guess humoring an old man can’t hurt. He’s got to be off his meds or something. Don’t they put guys like this in a home? 
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” the Sage promised with a nod, then took his leave. 
 
    William turned his attention back to the Dawes file, but found it difficult to concentrate. Other than mythology majors, who cares about Earth, anyway? Maybe he’s just a lonely—possibly crazy—old man with nothing better to do. I wonder how he got my name, though. He knew to come here and ask for me. I’ll have to find out about that. 
 
    By evening, he’d managed to neatly arrange everything on his desk again and read through several old cases, writing up action plans for pursuing them. Tomorrow, he would begin questioning people, examining locations, checking evidence and so forth; tedious work, but generally predictable and it needed to be done. He hoped he could still get his hands on the people, places and things necessary; so many cold cases stayed cold because of things like dead witnesses, burned or torn-down buildings, and “missing” evidence. 
 
    Noticing the time, he signed out of the office system and slipped into his jacket, escaping into the night. With no time to stop for a real dinner, he settled for some food from the first vending cart he saw, winding up with some type of broiled meat that had been seasoned to a spicy intensity and then wrapped in very thin bread, with mixed vegetables and a sauce William couldn’t identify. He devoured it too quickly to notice the taste, leaving only a piquant sensation on his tongue; all that mattered was that it filled him up. Chasing it down with a bottle of water, he tossed the garbage in a can by the curb just outside the old station where he was scheduled to meet Zotz. He paced around outside the run-down building, but he didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    “William!” the old man greeted with a kind tone, his face illuminated by a handheld lantern. 
 
    William held up a hand to block out the brightest of the light. “Zotz?” 
 
    “Indeed it is. Follow me.” 
 
    Without further discussion, Zotz headed for one of the side doors and William heard the sound of keys jingling, uncommon these days since most locking mechanisms were now keypads or fingerprint scanners. Zotz unlocked the door and gave it a considerable push. It opened inward with a whoosh, a cloud of dust spilling out of the frame around it and prompting both of them into a fit of coughing. 
 
    “My apologies,” Zotz said, turning to him for a moment. “People do not go in here often.” 
 
    From the outside, the station didn’t look all that impressive. The walls on either side went straight up for several meters, then curved to form the half-cylinder that shaped the roof. The large front doors through which the old-style trains had once passed were boarded up and sealed, and even if they hadn’t been, the rust would have kept anyone from opening them. Once inside, however, William was awed; the exterior poorly depicted the sheer size of the structure. He imagined that a few thousand people could fit comfortably within the walls. The door swung shut behind them, blocking out the light from the street beyond, and plunging them into darkness. Zotz’s lantern lit the area as best it could, but the glow around them seemed to fade into nothingness, as if they moved through a shapeless void with only a concrete floor visible to save them from aimless oblivion. 
 
    Zotz guided him to another door, which required fumbling in the blackness with yet another key. Before them, a flight of stairs descended into places unknown. 
 
    “I’ll understand if you’d like me to go first,” the Sage said, sensing William’s reluctance. 
 
    “How about you just tell me where we’re going?” 
 
    “The Vault, William,” he replied, as if it should have been obvious. 
 
    He led the way down the stairs and William followed uncertainly, picking his way carefully down past crumbling walls and cracked steps. The sour scent of Erzan’s air was not present in this place, replaced by a stale aroma reminiscent of old books, mold, and dust. He lost count of the steps after a hundred, and they continued for a while after that until Zotz informed him that they had arrived at their destination. The old man approached a large, circular metal door with no visible locking or opening mechanism. Grooves traced smaller circles on the door’s surface, but toward the center more peculiar patterns took precedence: various right angles and waves and geometric shapes, as if they communicated information in a language not made up of letters. 
 
    “Hold this,” Zotz handed William the lantern, “keep it up so I can see.” 
 
    William did as he was told, making sure Zotz had enough light to do whatever it was he was doing. Zotz moved his fingers over the surface of the door, tracing the shapes slowly and carefully, with one ear pressed against the metal. William wondered if the old man had any idea what he was doing or if he was simply experimenting, trying to figure it out on the fly, but before long it became clear that Zotz knew exactly what to do. After hooking his fingers into several specific grooves on the door, a few audible clicks echoed up the stairway and the door receded away from them before sliding off to the left. 
 
    Zotz turned to William and took his lantern back, thanking him with a nod before stepping over the bottom lip of the entrance. William followed suit, noticing that the stale, old smell was no longer present; in fact the place smelled strangely like nothing at all. The concrete was gone, too, replaced by some kind of reflective, metallic material which was tarnished in some places and dented in others. 
 
    “This is the Vault,” Zotz told him as they walked. “It is all that remains of the ship that carried our people from Earth to Lexin. Though our historians are not sure if it crashed or if it was brought down deliberately, in either case this is the site where it landed and where our people decided to settle. Erzan is an ancient city, dating back to the time of original human settlement on Lexin, although most people no longer remember this place or care. Earth is a distant memory, bordering on a legend now.” 
 
    They passed several open doorways and William tried to peek into each one but there wasn’t enough light for him to see. Zotz lifted the lantern toward a section of the wall which was unlike the rest; someone had painted a mural on it from floor to ceiling. It was difficult to get the full effect given the lantern’s limitations, but it appeared to extend for some distance beyond where they stood. A great brown circle with green dots and blue blobs depicted the surface of Lexin, and next to that, a slender gray object which William guessed was a ship, perhaps even this ship; farther down the wall he saw renditions of other ships, many others, with circles of various sizes and colors painted beside each. 
 
    “All of what you see here was painted by a young man by the name of Wendt, who was born on this ship many years into its journey,” Zotz explained. “Wendt’s mother told him stories of Earth, which she had been told by her mother and so on down the line, for untold generations. According to the notes kept by the Sages, some of what he painted seems to have come from accounts of other passengers on the ships, and from what we have been able to determine, this is a pictorial history of our people’s journey from Earth to Lexin. It is possible that others added to the painting over time, but we know with certainty that Wendt was the one who began it.” 
 
    “Any idea what this is?” William asked, pointing toward the image of a great black circle conspicuously devoid of any ships around it. 
 
    “I have my suspicions,” Zotz replied, “And none of them are good.” 
 
    William also noticed a path of symbols tracing the outer edge of said circle. “Any idea what these say?” 
 
    “’The stars are written in death and beauty,’” Zotz quoted. “Interesting you should notice that one.” 
 
    As they moved past it along the wall, the motif of ships approaching blob-like planets returned, until they came upon two bright white four-pointed stars painted side by side and linked by a narrow line of glittering gold. 
 
    “What about these?” William inquired. 
 
    “I am uncertain. Perhaps stars, or markers along the way?” 
 
    He continued, and soon the lantern illuminated another large painting of a planet, only William did not need to be told what this one was. “Earth,” he breathed, his eyes scanning the image. It was much bluer than Lexin; on the right side of the sphere, a large continent occupied the north and another in the south, connected by a narrow strip of land and surrounded by shimmering blue. On the left was a vast expanse of land, which almost looked like a great hand stretched out to clutch a bundle of grapes. 
 
    “How accurate would you say that is?” William inquired. 
 
    Zotz shrugged. “Pretty close, from what we know, but admittedly we lack more specific information. How much do you know about the Sages?” 
 
    “Not a lot, just what they taught us in school: you’re keepers of knowledge, almost like a religious order, aren’t you?” 
 
    Zotz looked thoughtful. “I suppose you could think of it that way. Our interest, however, is in the stewardship of ancient knowledge rather than in the exaltation of the divine. Sadly, there are fewer and fewer who appreciate our practices with each passing year, and some cities no longer have Sages at all. Our order is a dying one.” 
 
    “So, you brought me here to try to get some attention and publicity, or..?” 
 
    “I brought you here because I believe you will find Earth, William.” 
 
    “You said that before. Why do you think that is even possible? And if it somehow is: why me, of all people?” 
 
    “Why not you? Until you came down here tonight, did Earth even exist for you?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “And how do you feel about it now? Does it exist for you now?” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know,” William replied honestly. “The Vault and the paintings are interesting. Is there anything else here?” 
 
    “There were books, but we have taken them to a safer location for their preservation. Many of them are written in an old language that I have some difficulty interpreting, though I believe I have developed a working knowledge of it,” Zotz said. “The books speak at great length on Earth’s history and cultures. Out of context, however, they do not make much sense to me. The point, William, is that I’ve now presented you with proof that Earth—or something that fits very closely with our legends of it—existed. Initially, you didn’t believe me, and now you do.” 
 
    “You knew this was here, so you knew you could bring me to it,” William said skeptically. “It does seem to demonstrate that Earth did exist, but how can you know that it still exists now? And if it does, you have never been there, so how can you expect that I’m going to be able to find it?” 
 
    “Someone will; why shouldn’t that someone be you? I am too old for such a journey, but you are not. You are young and hardy, and also uncommonly kind and just.” 
 
    William rolled his eyes. “Well, I’m convinced!” he said, his sarcasm evident. “Look, I appreciate you taking the time to show me all this. I can’t deny that it’s impressive. It really is. Eye-opening, even. I think everybody should come see this. There’s not enough appreciation for Lexin’s history in the world today. But I’m not a teacher, I’m not an explorer, and I’m not whatever else you want me to be. I’m just a militiaman, and when I go to Trepsis in six weeks, that’s still what I’ll be. I’m sorry, but you’ve got the wrong person.” 
 
    Zotz smiled. “Trepsis, you say? So, you’ll already be taking your first step toward Earth.” 
 
    “Did you hear the rest of what I said?” 
 
    “I did,” the old man said, “But Trepsis is not simply another step in your career, William, it is the beginning of something much greater.” 
 
   
  
 

 4. Fresh Air 
 
    William spent the next day doing the most unremarkable things imaginable. He avoided thinking about what Zotz had shown and told him, unsure what to make of the old man’s ravings other than that they were simply ravings. The past existence of Earth he did not find particularly revelatory; obviously humans had come to Lexin from somewhere. Did the name of the place really matter? And even if Earth did exist, it must be so far away there would be no chance of reaching it in his lifetime, if the mural in the Vault was anything to go by. 
 
    Finally, he decided that Zotz’s half-baked prophecies were nothing more than outlandish delusions. 
 
    Refocusing his attention onto his job instead of the Sage’s babble, he checked through his plans for working the cold cases, made numerous phone calls, took notes, discovered a few live leads but many, many dead ones, wrote down names and addresses, and scheduled interviews for the days to come. He anticipated the legwork he’d set before himself would take a week or two; therefore, if he repeated the process a few times his stint here would be done and he’d be off to Trepsis. If I’m lucky, I’ll have closed a case or two by then, he figured. 
 
    Some of the cases he’d selected were over a decade old, with no witnesses he could still reach. Hopeful but not naïve, he found himself eager to begin questioning, but he knew he had to pace himself. Today had laid the groundwork, and with luck and perseverance the next couple of weeks might bring some measure of payoff. 
 
    As usual, at the end of the day William caught the tram back to his apartment, arriving home to Brenda declaring: “You have one new message from Chief Schultz. A data packet is attached.” 
 
    Schultz’s voice filled the room. “Here’s the information I promised, Pearson. Prepare yourself, brush up on the Trepsis situation, and let me know by the end of the week whether you want to go. Remember what we talked about.” 
 
    William shed his work clothes, opting for a t-shirt, sweatpants, and bare feet. Relaxing on the sofa, he picked up the display slate from the coffee table and said, “Brenda, send the information packet over here.” 
 
    The title page popped up in front of him immediately: 
 
    TREPSIS COLONY
SITUATION REVIEW & ANALYSIS 
 
    He scrolled past the first page, skimming the dense text. The first chapter offered vital statistics about the planet: data points such as its atmospheric and mineral composition, which contained slightly more oxygen than Lexin and a bit less nitrogen, and its distance, roughly half a light year away. It would be a five month journey by sleeper. The days were shorter on Trepsis: 21 hours instead of 28. Mineral scans indicated large deposits of bauxite, and that told William all he needed about Nytrolus’ presence there. Lexin had been running short on aluminum for years, prices had shot through the roof and most people could not even afford a car anymore; from the looks of it there was an abundance of bauxite on the planet, enough to meet Lexin’s aluminum demands for a few profitable centuries. The planet also boasted veins of platinum, with traces of gold and silver comparable to what was found on Lexin. 
 
    A very dry background essay followed the vital statistics section, describing the planet’s discovery by a probe that had been launched a hundred years ago, and detailing the aggressive negotiations by Nytrolus for its mineral rights. Day-Vern and Minco had also entered bids for the opportunity to exploit Trepsis’ resources, but could not come close to Nytrolus’ offer. A quick check of the company’s financials revealed to William that they must have put up ten years’ worth of revenue for this. More details followed on the specifics of the negotiation which he glossed over, not especially interested in the political dealing and outright bribery that inevitably accompanied all such agreements. 
 
    Eventually he hit upon a section about the current settlement: at the time of writing, Trepsis’ population was 782, about 200 of which were mine workers. Another 400 or so represented employees of Nytrolus serving various company functions: human resources, operations management, financial, and transportation. The remainder of the population were made up of those who paid their own passage hoping to seek their fortunes on Trepsis, and volunteers not directly employed by Nytrolus. One paragraph described the volunteer program: 
 
    “Every three months, a lottery is held on Lexin to fill seats on the next transport to Trepsis which have not been filled by Nytrolus requisitions or paying passengers. This is a public service by arrangement of the Lexinian Authority. An average of twenty passengers are selected by lottery for each tri-monthly passage. Entry into the lottery is free. Each person may enter once per lottery. The lottery is recommended for individuals without significant immediate family members, as passage obtained by lottery does not include accommodations for anyone aside from the selectee.” 
 
    William wondered what sorts of loners the lottery system attracted. Guys like me, maybe. Moving on, he finally came to the part that really interested him: a discussion of the planet’s security, crime, and civil unrest. 
 
    “Trepsis is currently lacking a qualified Chief Militiaman. Lieutenant Hanlon Messier is serving as acting interim Chief until a permanent replacement can be found. Previous Chief Militiamen are: 
 
    
    	 Captain Elanna Franco, 28. Native of Hollardtown, Militiamen Class of ‘67. Sustained multiple fractures and a concussion after falling down the stairs in her apartment building. Died two days later. 
 
    	 Captain Josef Gutierrez, 26. Native of Point Reach, Militiamen Class of ‘71. Disappeared two months after posting. Presumed dead. No further information available. 
 
    	 Captain Stanley Haim, 30. Native of Erzan, Militiamen Class of ‘66. Disappeared three months after posting. Body was found badly burned outside Militiamen station ten days later. No individual or group has claimed responsibility. Assumed homicide; investigation ongoing.” 
 
   
 
    Well that doesn’t sound very promising, William mused. Here’s hoping I’m not that clumsy or flammable. Now I see why Schultz didn’t have much to say about the Chiefs that came before me. Sure looks like he really is just trying to get rid of me. I’m not going to make it that easy. 
 
    Given the foul play suspected in the demise of the second and third Chiefs, he read very carefully for any indications of whatever factions might have vendettas against the Militiamen. In all likelihood it would end up being gang-related; Erzan had plenty of them, each looking to control territory and contraband, and enrich themselves. Trepsis, however, turned out to be a completely different story. 
 
    “Faction Profile: Sons of the Leaf. Originating in the villages near the Endless Wood, the Sons of the Leaf first came to notoriety in 5580 with the disruption of copper mining operations near Breakneck Ravine. Six miners were injured and millions of credits’ worth of mining equipment was damaged or destroyed. Local Militiamen were able to apprehend two alleged members of the group but could not force their cooperation in the investigation and dismantling of the organization. The two conspirators were later executed. 
 
    “Additional incidents followed near Greymountain and Orange Cliffs. Two Nytrolus employees were killed at Greymountain, while one Day-Vern contractor died at Orange Cliffs. Dozens were injured in both attacks. The Sons of the Leaf favor homemade explosives set with crude timers to detonate during off-peak operating times, often in the early evening. This is believed to be done to minimize death tolls while inflicting maximum damage to equipment. As yet, no further arrests have been made. The Sons of the Leaf have been largely effective at maintaining the secrecy of their identities. 
 
    “It was discovered a month ago that at least one member of Sons of the Leaf has come to Trepsis. The pressure chambers in the ore processing facility to the west of the settlement have mysteriously stopped functioning on three separate occasions. Each time, small but vital parts of the chamber mechanisms had been removed, presumably to sabotage them. Red leaves of the hand tree were found at the scene each time. These are believed to be the calling card of the Sons of the Leaf. Local Militiamen continue to investigate these incidents. Progress is slow due to leadership vacancies and inadequate informant networks.” 
 
    William smirked at that: leadership vacancies. You mean the Chiefs are being murdered, at least be honest about it! he thought. 
 
    He wondered why he hadn’t heard of these “Sons of the Leaf” before, though the details provided gave him a reasonable number of clues. Given the indicated territories, it didn’t sound as though they struck as far north as Erzan and their operations seemed small-time. To a company as large as Nytrolus or Day-Vern, one death here or there was insignificant, but if word got around that miners were being killed by some sort of fanatical terrorist group, fewer people would sign up for the job. 
 
    I bet they’re purposely keeping a lid on this kind of thing to avoid the bad PR, but it sounds like I’ll have to deal with them on Trepsis. In some ways he found himself looking forward to that, in spite of his reservations; the challenge itself held a certain appeal for him, even though the last thing he wanted were dead bodies on his hands, or his conscience. It’d really peeve Schultz if he heard I’d broken down a terrorist organization no one’s had any luck thwarting, especially when I’m not under his watch anymore. 
 
    The other factions were all too familiar to him: a couple of minor gangs of thugs that ran the bad parts of Erzan and other large cities on Lexin. He wasn’t particularly concerned about them. In a settlement of less than a thousand people, a gang couldn’t grow very large without compromising its secrecy, but if there was one thing he knew about gangs it was that they were always too ambitious for their own good. 
 
    They’ll mess up sooner or later, and then I’ll put them out of business, he promised himself. That was assuming he survived longer than the prior Chiefs, which he absolutely planned on doing. 
 
    Thoughts of Linda crept in as he finished reviewing the data, and he made a mental note to call her soon. Maybe with me out of the picture she’ll find some new guy to torment, he chuckled to himself. 
 
    He slept fitfully that night, like most nights, and for once he couldn’t remember any of his dreams when he woke in the morning. The death of the jewel thief no longer haunted him, fading into the background with all of the other deaths William had witnessed or participated in one way or another. 
 
    Rarely did he have to kill someone directly—only in the immediate defense of the innocent and helpless—but over the years he’d sent plenty over to the court system, which offered harsh penalties for many crimes. In particular, anything that impacted the interests of the mining concerns brought a penalty of life imprisonment or, more customarily, death. Executions were carried out swiftly, within weeks of a perpetrator’s final judgment, after one quick appeal which was almost always denied. There was no such thing as mitigating factors; a desperate man stealing gold rings to pawn in order to feed his family, for example, saw little mercy at the hands of the Erzan District Court. William didn’t want to be a cynic, but the system was the system and he was part of it. He couldn’t pretend to be above it. He took pains to be as careful, circumspect, fair, reasonable and calm as possible. Others used their badges as if they had a license to harass, intimidate, and abuse, and he called them out when he saw it, writing complaints to Schultz from time to time that rarely resulted in any action but at least he could live with his own conscience clear. 
 
    Now his thoughts kept returning to Trepsis. He was curious as to how amenable Nytrolus would be to his approach; maybe they wouldn’t interfere at all, or maybe they would ask for special treatment for their employees and especially their managers and executives. Not much information had been presented in the data packet regarding the government of Trepsis. Of course, the Militiamen were present and Nytrolus ran much of the infrastructure, but the only mention William saw of anything resembling a city government was the office of mayor, a seat which was unfilled at the time of the report. 
 
    I wonder if someone’s been killing off mayors, too, he thought, a shiver running down his spine as he dried off from his shower, dressed, and headed off to work. I’ll have to do my best not to let Nytrolus get away with anything. If I can stop the Sons of the Leaf from doing any damage, maybe those executive types will be grateful and give me a free hand to run things my way. 
 
    Arriving at the office, he grabbed his case plan, checked a vehicle out of the motor pool, and swung by to ask Steve if his not-quite-yet-former partner wanted to join him for some interviews. 
 
    “I’m getting sent over to narcotics,” Steve replied, glancing up from his paperwork. “A bunch of thrash has appeared in Redwater and they’re putting a few more bodies in narcotics to get it under control. Should be fun!” 
 
    Disappointed to be pursuing interviews alone, William had to admit he was glad to see his partner taking the transition well. It wasn’t that unusual to interview witnesses by oneself, anyway, since the risks were low, especially for cases as old as these. The victims were nobodies, killed or raped or robbed in the worst parts of Erzan, with no one to advocate for them. In some cases, the files consisted of only the initial report and often not even all of the required information was filled out. With regret, William moved those to the bottom of the pile, choosing instead to work on the ones he had a hope of solving first, and save the rest for later. 
 
    Making his way out of the garage, he headed down to the west end of Redwater to check up on a five-year-old murder. The victim’s sister was still alive, and after questioning her about her older brother’s death it was clear that she had almost nothing to give him, save the names of a few men her brother had been known to associate with. None of them came with reliable contact information. From there, he zigzagged all over Erzan, the passing hours wearing him down as he alternated among driving, parking, walking, talking, listening, and writing. By the end of the day he had several pages filled with notes, but most of it consisted of names that probably weren’t spelled correctly, and addresses and phone numbers that were unlikely to be current. He figured it would probably consume most of the next day following each one up in the Militiamen’s files, and after that, taking them to CROPII for further research if internal records provided nothing concrete. 
 
    He returned the vehicle to the garage and the files to his desk, stopping in to see Schultz on his way back out the door to take care of one detail. “I’m in,” he said simply. 
 
    Schultz looked up from his terminal and nodded. “Good choice, Pearson. You’re out of here on the 8th of High Sun. I’ll put you in touch with someone at Nytrolus to help you prepare. They arrange transportation and all that. And good luck.” 
 
    William smiled as he closed the door to the Chief’s office behind him, feeling a little more optimistic. Schultz may be happy to have me out of his department but I’ll be even happier to be away from here. I might miss a few people but this is an opportunity I can’t let slip by, he thought. 
 
    His good mood dampened a little, though, when he allowed himself to remember what he kept avoiding: the dreaded conversation with Linda. 
 
   
  
 

 5. Last Hurrah 
 
    William and Linda had dinner together the next evening, for the first time in a month or two. They used to do it more regularly, when William didn’t have such erratic hours and Linda worked more shifts, but lately she’d been putting in fewer hours, which strained her disposable income more than she preferred. William, on the other hand, was thinking he might enjoy working fewer office hours, at least until he left Lexin, which would mean he’d be more available in the evenings. 
 
    This particular evening, they met at a restaurant they both liked. The place wasn’t too formal, so both of them showed up in what they’d worn to work, sat down and ordered from the menu. Linda came in a sleeveless white top and blue skirt, hair tied neatly into a ponytail. He always thought she looked good so effortlessly, but then he never thought to ask just how much effort it really took. Putting the thought aside, he asked their server for boiled peppers and cheese on a roll, with red beans on the side, and Linda selected the aubergine on a toasted roll. 
 
    “So, why did you invite me out?” Linda asked once their glasses of ice water had been placed on the table. “You’re never the one to initiate these things. It always has to be my idea. Something’s going on, so let’s hear it.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he sighed. “A few days ago, Chief Schultz took me into his office and gave me a lecture. At the end of it, he said I was being reassigned. I could refuse to go, but he would have made my life miserable.” 
 
    Linda leaned forward, her eyes wide. “Reassigned? Where are they sending you? Hollard or something?” 
 
    William shook his head. “Nope. It’s a bit farther away.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me it’s one of those crummy towns near the Endless Wood. Those are awful. No good food or anything.” 
 
    William could tell from her expression that she was running through all the possibilities in her mind, and he admitted to himself that he was a little amused by putting her through this guessing game. Still, he thought it was cruel to let it go on too long, so he finally gave it up and said, “I’m going to Trepsis, Linda.” 
 
    She leaned back in her seat, thinking. The name seemed to have registered, but she wasn’t quite placing it. 
 
    “It’s another planet,” he reminded her. 
 
    “No fucking way! You’re kidding me. They’re sending you there? Are they crazy?” 
 
    “I think Schultz is just a jerk,” William answered calmly, “But yeah, that’s where they’re sending me.” 
 
    “Crazy,” she declared, smacking her hand on the table. “What do they even do there?” 
 
    “Bauxite mining, from what I’ve read,” he replied. “They need Militiamen, apparently, but I’m not going to be just any militiaman. I’m going to be the Chief.” 
 
    “For the whole colony?” she nearly whispered, pausing for a moment to gather her thoughts. “Wow. I guess I should be congratulating you.” 
 
    William grinned. “That might be a start.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you’re sitting across the table from me so I can’t punch your arm. How long have you known about this?” 
 
    “Just a few days! It’s not like I’ve been keeping a state secret from you for months. I just wanted to be sure I was going before I told you.” 
 
    He saw sadness in her eyes, though she was trying hard to hide it. “If you say so. I’m going to be bored without you here.” 
 
    He smiled. “I think you’re bored with me here.” 
 
    “There are degrees!” she countered, offering him a fake laugh. “Sorry. Congratulations, Will! This is a big move for you. Do you know how long it’ll be for?” 
 
    “I have no idea. As long as they need me, I suppose. Things may not work out and they’ll have to send me back, or maybe I’ll really enjoy it and just stay there. I don’t know. Even if they decide not to keep me on as Chief Militiaman, I might like the place.” He kept the fates of his predecessors to himself. 
 
    “What if I want to visit you? Or even live there?” she inquired. 
 
    William held up his hands. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I don’t know about visiting. I know if you want to go there and you don’t have an official reason to be there, such as a job, there’s a public lottery you can enter. They do it every three months. I’m not saying you should do that, but if you want to, that would be the way. Otherwise, I think it costs a lot of money.” 
 
    Linda sighed. “I don’t like the idea of never seeing you again.” 
 
    “We can write letters. They’ll take months to arrive, but still.” 
 
    “You know what this means?” she asked, suddenly animated again as if she’d come up with an idea. 
 
    William hummed his minimal curiosity. 
 
    “We need to do something to celebrate! Maybe not celebrate, exactly, because I’m going to miss you, but you’re getting a new job and that’s worth having a good time, isn’t it? How about that concert? It’s next week. That’ll be our big blowout. You can come to my bar, we’ll have dinner and hear the Angry Catfish play, and then, who knows? We’ll have fun.” She was nearly bouncing in her seat at the thought. 
 
    “I don’t know, Linda. That sounds like a date,” William said skeptically, mostly just to give her a hard time about it. 
 
    “Jerk! Here I’m trying to think of something nice for you, and you want to play games!” she cursed and stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    “You’re so mature,” he mocked. 
 
    Their food arrived, which they enjoyed while Linda gossiped about her boss’ seemingly endless parade of failed relationships. “You can always tell when he’s coming off another bad breakup because suddenly he’s extra hard on everyone: ‘move faster, clean those tables up, hurry up and take down those orders, help out in the kitchen, blah blah blah.’ He thinks we can’t tell, but it’s so obvious. He brings his girlfriends to the bar and gives them free food and drinks, and they get to see him put on his best alpha male show, and when they dump him, he thinks being horrible about it will somehow make up for it. He’s such an idiot,” she shook her head dismissively, taking a sip of her water. “You ever have a boss like that?” 
 
    William took a bite of his sandwich and thought for a moment before answering. “Not lately. My boss is married. His wife must like him well enough, though I think she drags him to charity balls and such, and he isn’t interested in going. I sure hope they don’t have that kind of thing on Trepsis.” 
 
    “It’s been ages since I’ve seen you in a suit,” Linda commented, “Might be nice.” 
 
    William laughed. “I’ll be sure to take you to the first Trepsis Militiamen’s Ball. Except I’m the Chief Militiaman, and if I have anything to say about it, there will never be one!” 
 
    “Too bad. You’ll never get to see my yellow dress,” Linda teased. 
 
    “I’ve seen you in enough dresses to imagine it,” he promised. 
 
    “And here I thought you were always imagining what’s under the dress. I’m disappointed.” 
 
    William wrinkled his nose. “Don’t be gross.” 
 
    “You always say that.” She put on a mocking voice. “’Don’t be gross, Linda. Sex is gross, Linda. Did you know that’s where babies come from? It’s sick stuff, Linda.’ You’re no fun.” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem with sex, I just don’t think about sex with you.” 
 
    “Not anymore, you mean.” 
 
    “Did I have to spell that out?” 
 
    She shrugged and took another bite. “You’re a silly man, William.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that one,” he agreed. 
 
    They finished their food and he walked her to the nearest tram stop that could take her home. Before she hopped on, she turned around and hugged him. “Next week, Will! Remember that. Just come to my bar on the 26th when you’re done with work.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” he nodded, not hugging her nearly as forcefully as she embraced him. 
 
    She broke away and got on the tram. “See you then!” With a smile, she was gone. 
 
    William stuffed his hands in the pockets of his gray jacket and walked through several intersections to the tram station where he could ride back to his apartment, thinking about what life would be like without Linda. She’s probably my only friend around here, and sometimes I can’t stand her, but she’s better to me than most people and I can’t imagine why, after everything that happened. It’ll be nice to spend some time with her before I go. Who knows when or if I’ll see her again. 
 
    The next several days were spent plowing through his case list. He wasn’t sure how he managed to fit in so many interviews, but at the end of each day he had taken so many notes that he didn’t know what to do with all of them. On the day of the Angry Catfish concert, he decided to spend his time transcribing all of his notes into the computer so he could easily sort them out later. He had some good leads, some not so good leads, and some flat-out dead ends. Deciding to start with the good ones tomorrow and work his way down, he figured he had about one week’s worth of work there and enough time that he could make some progress on at least a few of them. He’d just finished keying in the last piece of information when a glance at the clock told him if he didn’t get a move on, he would be late for his date-that-was-not-a-date with Linda. 
 
    Tom’s Bar and Eatery, located near the western edge of Redwater, was not known for gang activity the way some such establishments were. William made a point of knowing such things. He stepped inside and took a breath, noticing that something seemed strange and unfamiliar. Something’s missing, he thought. It took him a moment to hit on just what it was: the smoky atmosphere of Erzan’s bars, the gray haze that made everything seem surreal, was absent. The air was too clean. Smoking had been outlawed in bars since the last time he’d been to one, he remembered. 
 
    Many nights he used to spend in places like this, his senses dulled by the products of fermented grains, eyes glassy and vacant, the world around him a blur of noise and light and swirling gray smoke. Some people laughed. Most of them didn’t, silently struggling with whether or not to take that next sip, order that next round, or go home to whatever it was they were trying to escape. Now, William couldn’t remember the last time he’d even been in a bar. Three years sober, he reassured himself. 
 
    He chose a seat at one of the booths, off in the corner where he hoped no one would notice him, and watched Linda rushing from table to table, making sure her customers were taken care of. A modest stage occupied the other end of the place, with lighting rigs that were probably older than he was. Near the stage, several tables had been removed to make space for a dance floor for those so inclined. William checked his watch and saw that Linda’s shift was set to end in about ten minutes. 
 
    The men on the stage were laughing and chattering while they fumbled with guitars, amps, pedals, drums, and a piano that looked like they’d rolled it in from a garbage dump. A rotund, bald fellow sat on a bench in front of it, pecking at the keys in a half-hearted attempt to tune the sickly tones emanating from the instrument. That was one of the things William liked about these guys, he remembered. They don’t try to sound perfect. 
 
    One of the other waitresses came to his booth and beamed a glowing smile at him. “What’ll it be, hon?” She stood ready with a pen and a small pad of paper. 
 
    William shook his head and waved her off. “Nothing for me. Well, I’ll take a glass of water.” 
 
    Her shoulders fell and she dropped her arms to her sides. “Water it is,” she said flatly, spinning around to fulfill his order. 
 
    I should leave her a nice tip, he thought, making a mental note. 
 
    Shortly after, he caught a glance from Linda as she navigated between tables. She nodded to acknowledge him, and he smiled in return, giving her a little wave. He hoped he didn’t look as nervous as he felt. He hated being in places like this by himself, with all the memories that went along with them. His hand twitched like it needed a drink in it, and he quickly hid both hands under the table. 
 
    Linda joined him after what seemed like an hour, sliding in across from him and letting her hair down from its practical bun into a ponytail. “Hey, Will. How was work?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not bad. How are things here?” 
 
    “Same old. The band looks good. I’m sorry to say I don’t remember much of their music, though.” 
 
    “That’s okay. It’ll come back to you once they start playing.” 
 
    She nodded, grinning at what must have been the way he sounded so sure about it. “You hungry? Did you order anything?” 
 
    “Just some water. I haven’t gotten it yet.” 
 
    Linda gave a knowing roll of the eyes. “Great. I think you got Sheila, too? She can’t stand anyone who orders water. We’ll probably never see her again, at least not tonight. You know what I mean. Do you want something? I’ll put it in with the kitchen.” 
 
    “Uh, just get me whatever you’re getting.” 
 
    “A big plate of fried potatoes with cheese melted over them, then.” 
 
    William smirked, though he’d had such a light lunch that he salivated over the thought of just about anything. “Sounds like a healthy dinner.” 
 
    “This is a bar, Will. Nobody comes here to stick to a diet. Besides, I wouldn’t trust the meat, I’m not so sure about where they get it from and I have my doubts the cook knows what he’s doing. Hard to screw up fried potatoes and cheese, though.” 
 
    “You have a point. Sure, I’ll take that. And a club soda?” 
 
    She nodded. “You’ve got it!” She slipped out of the booth and into the back. William felt a pang of guilt for asking her to keep doing her job even once she was off work. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Will. I just wanted to make sure we’d get it quickly. I talked to Sheila and told her you’re a good tipper,” she winked knowingly at him, not the least bit perturbed. 
 
    “Speaking of which, am I buying this, or are you? I already paid my cover, 20 creds.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” she muttered, fumbling with the wallet attached to the belt holding up her skirt. “I’ll buy this if you want to be such a cheapskate.” 
 
    He held up his hands in self-defense. “I was just asking! I’ll pay if you want me to.” 
 
    “No, if you wanted to pay, you would have just done it.” She tossed a 20 credit bill in front of him. “Here, that’s for your cover. This is our little going-away thing, so I might as well treat you, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s fair. If you ever make it out to Trepsis, I’ll treat you, too.” 
 
    She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Hmm, 20 credits plus another 10 for food, versus 50,000 or something like that for a trip to Trepsis. Yeah, that’s a fair deal.” 
 
    “If I had the money to bring you to Trepsis, I would!” he retorted. 
 
    She giggled. “I’m just giving you a hard time, Will. You’re so easy to rile up.” 
 
    “Sorry. Bars just make me nervous.” 
 
    She obviously hadn’t considered that, and a concerned expression crossed her face. “Oh. I’m sorry about that. We don’t have to stay here if you’re uncomfortable.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. It’s just... everyone else is drinking, and I can’t help thinking about how I used to. I miss it, but I don’t miss it. You know?” 
 
    “No, not really. I’ve never been much of a drinker, remember? But you don’t have to have anything. I’m not going to. Well, not much. Just some rum and fizz. I’m only having one, I promise!” she assured him. “You won’t have to help a drunk girl walk home.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” he said, as Sheila showed up with their food and drinks. 
 
    They dug into their food while the band introduced themselves, then started their set with a couple of songs William hadn’t heard before. Admittedly, he hadn’t kept up with their discography for a few years, and they were relatively unknown back then. William recalled first hearing them playing a street festival back when he was still looking after Josie, and trying to make it into the Militiamen. Objectively, their music probably wasn’t even all that good, just some guys from nowhere with poorly-tuned instruments and raw talent they never turned into professional skill, stuck playing bars, open-air festivals and public parks for handfuls of credits. Nostalgia no doubt factored into William’s affection for them; their slow, sultry rhythm was almost like a lullaby, but with a noisy edge to keep you from being too at ease. Their studio recordings weren’t of very high quality, either, but as far as he was concerned, their flawed sound was all part of their charm. 
 
    Finally the band began to play William’s favorite of their songs, “Streets of Erzan.” He still remembered the lyrics by heart: 
 
    Came here from far away
Tried to find a place to stay
Don’t know how it went so wrong
Lost on the streets of old Erzan 
 
    Rain on my face can’t wash away
All the things I did today
To survive and thrive and sing a song
About the streets of old Erzan 
 
    Saw a mother sell her son away
Too many bills she had to pay
He’ll work the mines ‘til his bones are gone
To pave the streets of old Erzan 
 
    Militiamen tried to put me away
Said my song’s too loud to play
Been behind these prison walls so long
Don’t remember the streets of old Erzan 
 
    On my deathbed I am wasting away
Thought I’d get out of here someday
They said I’d never be as strong
As those kids from the streets of old Erzan 
 
    William hadn’t seen it back then, but knew now there was at least some truth to the singer’s account of the Militiamen. Busking wasn’t encouraged in Erzan; the city had plenty of panhandlers as it was, and noisy beggars were even worse. He wasn’t sure if the guys from Angry Catfish had ever actually been arrested for playing in public without a permit, it could have easily been a story they heard from another performer, but even so it seemed genuine enough to him. As a whole, the song summed up how William tended to feel about Erzan. It was a huge, sprawling place, full of misery and pain, but also strength and perseverance. Not everyone’s story in Erzan ended in tears; his own story certainly had its sad moments, yet it wasn’t over, and he foresaw brighter days ahead. 
 
    “Having a good time?” Linda asked as the band moved on to “Stole My Life,” and William realized he wasn’t being very conversational. 
 
    “Yeah, actually. Thanks for suggesting this. It was a good idea,” he replied with a smile. 
 
    She seemed very pleased by his response, grinning back at him before turning to face the stage again. The next song was more upbeat, one of their older numbers. Thumping bass drums filled the bar, shaking the floor and tables and chairs, and Linda impulsively grabbed his hand. “Let’s dance!” she demanded. 
 
    It was not his favorite idea but he went along with it, allowing her to drag him toward the dance floor area. She started to move, but he had no idea what he was doing, never having been a big dancer. As he watched her, he wondered how many nights she spent doing this that he didn’t know about; she really got into it, closing her eyes and swinging her hips and arms to the rhythm. If she’d known the lyrics, she probably would have been mouthing them, though they were hard to make out under the thrashing guitars and relentless percussion. He followed her lead, thinking how foolish he must look and trying not to let it bother him. 
 
    The dance floor soon became crowded, the heat from all of the bodies in motion making William slightly woozy. He noticed the sweat beading on Linda’s skin under the red lights from the stage, and the way her body moved reminded him of memories he’d rather have left untouched. Another quick song pounded through the bar, encouraging them to move faster, and by the end they were both a bit winded. Linda laughed happily, letting William take her away from the dance floor by the hand in a curious reversal of their journey there. 
 
    “That was great!” Linda said, taking a large swallow of her drink. “I hope they have some more songs like that. The slow stuff is nice, but I feel like they should save it for the end to wind things down. Whoever writes up their set list must have a short attention span.” 
 
    William shrugged. “It’s fine with me. I hope my dancing wasn’t too terrible.” 
 
    “No worse than it’s ever been,” she winked. 
 
    After a short break, the lead singer grabbed the mic to announce the next song. “This is a new one I wrote yesterday, about a story I read in the paper. I call it ‘Jewel Thief Burn.’” 
 
    William raised an eyebrow as they began to play. The lyrics told a simple story about a man down on his luck, driven to rob jewelry stores and fence his ill-gotten gains in order to take care of his family, until he found himself summarily blown up by an air-to-ground missile while trying to make a getaway. William’s fists clenched as he listened, particularly to the part about the Militiamen in pursuit: 
 
    And the lawmen tried to chase him down
Said ‘that’s too hard, boys, just light ‘im up’
Raining fire and rage from sky to street
Now that man’s no more, just cold, dead meat 
 
    The song’s significance wasn’t lost on Linda. She took William’s hands in hers, looking at him with concern. “It’s just a song, Will.” 
 
    “But it’s not ‘just a song.’ It’s something that really happened.” 
 
    “They made up some of the details, but what they said is more or less how it happened, isn’t it? You were just doing your job.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re being all sympathetic to the guy. I’m unhappy he got blown up without a trial. I like due process. I like following the rules. I think everyone deserves to be treated fairly by the law. Maybe I don’t agree with executing people for stealing, but that’s the law. They’re making this guy out to be some kind of folk hero. I’ve seen his file, he was nothing like that. He was a long-time dirtbag. He didn’t have a family to support. He moved from city to city, robbing wherever he could, and he did very well for himself. He just made an unfortunate choice when he hit that store in Erzan. Did he deserve to die for that? Not in the way he did. But come on, he’s no hero.” 
 
    Linda sympathized. “I agree, but that’s creative license for you. They want to tell their story and make you feel a certain way. It’s making you angry because you were there, you know what really happened and the song makes you sound like the bad guy. But you’re not really in the song, either. Anyone else listening could imagine any unknown militiaman in that role. They aren’t imagining you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m imagining me,” William said with a sigh. “Look, can we go?” 
 
    “If you want,” Linda said, shoulders sinking with disappointment. 
 
    William felt bad cutting out early, given how excited Linda had been about this night, but his mood had taken a rather foul turn. She slapped down some credits on the table to cover their food, drinks and a generous tip, and then the two of them slipped out the front door as the next song began. 
 
    “I used to really like those guys,” William commented. 
 
    “You still do,” Linda said confidently, putting her arm around his lower back. “You’re just mad.” 
 
    He sighed again, bowing his head. “You’re right. I just wanted to spend one night forgetting about everything and they fucked it up. Not intentionally, I guess, but it’s still aggravating.” 
 
    “I know. Do you just want me to take you home?” 
 
    “Are you planning to spend the night?” 
 
    She looked up at him. “Only if you want me to.” 
 
    William wasn’t sure what he wanted. This may be my last chance to have her over. Even so, what do I want to do with that? he asked himself. Will she be upset with me if I say no? Is it selfish of me to want her close for one more night, even if it doesn’t mean anything? 
 
    He didn’t make a decision until they reached where the tram would be stopping. Turning to place himself directly in front of her, he looked down into her eyes. “I don’t know when we’ll get another chance, so you might as well stay over.” 
 
    She glared back. “You don’t have to sound so happy about it!” 
 
   
  
 

 6. Loose Ends 
 
    Linda sighed and threw herself onto his sofa, laying from one end to the other with her feet propped up and her hands clasped on her abdomen. “So, how early do you have to get up tomorrow?” 
 
    William shrugged, tugging off his boots. “As early as usual. Why?” 
 
    “Well, this is the last time we’ll get to see each other for a while, maybe forever. Are you really ready to say ‘goodbye’ right now?” 
 
    William straightened up and crossed his arms. “That sounds like a trick question. If I say ‘yes,’ you’ll say I don’t care about you and get all mad about it. If I say ‘no,’ you’ll say I do care about you, and never let me hear the end of it.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Please, we both know you care, otherwise you wouldn’t spend time with me at all. You can just admit it.” 
 
    “Never!” he smirked. 
 
    “Suit yourself. You don’t get to sit on this couch until you admit it.” She wiggled her body as if to snuggle deeper into the fabric. 
 
    He sighed. “Fine, fine. I do care about you, and you know it. Just because we’re divorced doesn’t mean you’re nobody to me.” 
 
    She grinned. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” She rolled onto her side and sat up, patting the spot next to her. “Now come over here.” 
 
    Skeptical, he nonetheless did as he was told. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” she scolded. “I am a little worried about all this. You going off to another planet, and the way you talked about it doesn’t sound like it’s very safe. Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Linda,” he said, knowing it was an empty promise. “It’s a new colony. There are going to be some problems, but probably nothing worse than I deal with here in Erzan all the time.” 
 
    “I’m just wondering why they picked you.” 
 
    “Schultz had to pick somebody and he didn’t want to send someone he actually liked.” 
 
    She frowned. “You always make it sound like he hates you.” 
 
    “He does hate me. He’s had a problem with me ever since I came to the investigative division. He doesn’t like my style. I do good work and that pisses him off because it means he can’t shove me off to one of the dead-end departments. Sending me to Trepsis is the next best thing, and on the surface, it looks like a promotion. It’s just his way of getting rid of me.” 
 
    Linda straightened her back. “Well, fuck him, then. You’re a great militiaman. I see how much you care about your job, and doing the right thing, even when others don’t. You’ll go to Trepsis and you’ll clean that place up. Whatever problems they have, you’ll fix.” 
 
    William nodded. “That’s the plan. Actually doing it will be the hard part.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll do great. I’m just going to miss having you around here.” 
 
    “Like I told you the other day, we can send letters and they do video mail, so you can even see my ugly face from time to time.” 
 
    “Mining for compliments?” she teased. “You know I like looking at your face.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll have a bust made so you can look at it any time you want.” 
 
    “Would you? That’d be great,” she laughed. 
 
    They talked late into the night, and it reminded William of those days past when he was happier. They shared old memories, mostly from their early relationship when William was awkwardly trying to figure out what Linda was interested in, and then making bumbling attempts to endear himself to her. Lucky for him, she had found it all irresistibly amusing. They carefully avoided talking about the darker parts: the last couple of years of their marriage, the divorce, the ensuing weirdness that had only begun to fade away in the last year or so. 
 
    At some point, they were both yawning more than talking so they went to bed, and this time when Linda curled up behind him and slipped an arm around his waist, William was too tired to bother shrugging her off. He drifted off without complaint, and awakened in the morning beside her for what he expected to be the last time. She waved at him groggily, and he went out the door to face another day of pushing paper and making calls. 
 
    While on the phone with the mother of an adolescent boy who’d disappeared two years previously, William’s pen ran out of ink in mid-sentence so he pulled open one of his desk drawers looking for a replacement. In the drawer sat a case file he’d nearly forgotten about, with a picture of a dead woman’s face clipped to the outside. Her skin was a sickly gray, eyes closed, the only real color in the photo belonging to her hair, which had streaks of varying colors: red, green, blue, orange, yellow, violet. That made her easy to identify; anyone who’d ever been to the Goldhand knew her as “Rainbow,” but her real name was Abigail Ross, 15, with no criminal history beyond some petty theft and vandalism she’d done while running with Granite Street, and that stopped once she started working at the Goldhand. 
 
    “Hello? Are you still there?” a voice crackled over the phone. 
 
    William realized a bit sheepishly that he had no idea what the woman had been saying to him. “Sorry about that, ma’am, I was just taking notes,” he lied, still fumbling around in the drawer for a pen, which he didn’t find until he opened the next drawer down. 
 
    Quickly finishing up the conversation, he took down the names of some of her son’s friends even though she assured him, “You people already talked to all of them, they’re not going to tell you anything new.” He didn’t have the heart to tell her that no one had kept the names in her son’s file; instead, he thanked her for her time and hung up. 
 
    Immediately, he withdrew Rainbow’s file from the top drawer and opened it, finding his surveillance notes on Nesto Marks right on top. Most of the notes consisted of the man’s comings and goings between work and home, which William and Steve had meticulously monitored for weeks. The anger that had bubbled up when Schultz dressed him down over it returned in force, and William nearly ripped the folder’s edge he was clutching. 
 
    Maybe I won’t solve any of the others, but I’ll get this one. I have to. He wasn’t sure how, but he still had a few weeks. 
 
    Over those weeks, his apartment filled up with boxes and bags, then gradually emptied. He was allotted some cargo weight for his journey to Trepsis, though he could hardly take anything. Interstellar freight was by no means cheap, and the Militiamen Provincial Authority was always on a tight budget. In the end, he settled on three boxes to take with him: one with clothes, one full of books, and one with the computer equipment required to operate and maintain Brenda. Trepsis’ communications infrastructure wasn’t well-developed according to the information packet, but he figured Brenda would be able to function at some minimal level for his needs and he had to admit, he wanted the familiar intonation of her voice to be waiting for him when he returned home at the end of an unfamiliar day. Brenda’s box sat empty, waiting for William to fill it on moving day, or at least the night before. 
 
    Likewise, he kept enough clothes out to get through each week, planning to stuff them into the cargo box at the last moment, and everything else he designated for garbage or charity. His apartment on Trepsis was supposedly fully furnished, a perk provided by the generosity of Nytrolus. What he wasn’t taking with him or giving away he bagged up and hauled down to the building’s chute, which connected to the complex’s incinerator, imagining the plume of smoke billowing from its stacks as his old possessions burned into ashes, erasing parts of his former life. Too bad I can’t erase all the parts I’d like to. 
 
    Linda left him a message one afternoon, which he listened to when he got home. “Hey, Will. I entered the lottery for the next ship to Trepsis. I know that’s silly. It’s not like they’ll pick me, right? But I thought it could be fun, just to have the possibility. I had a good time the other night. I’m still sorry about that last song, but I hope you aren’t too mad about it. You didn’t say much when you left the next morning and I was too sleepy. Just let me know how you’re doing, okay? My boss is throwing all these extra shifts at me and I could use the money after those slow spots, so I might not get to come see you again before you go, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to hear from you. I know for a fact you can send letters to and from Trepsis, so I don’t want any excuses.” She laughed at that part, which got a hint of a smile from William. “Okay, so I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    Zotz tried to reach him, too. “Have you given much thought to what we discussed, what I showed you? You are a unique man, not many are suited for this task. Earth is calling for you, William; it reaches out to you from across space and time and demands that you answer it. Will you?” 
 
    William rolled his eyes. Crazy old man. He didn’t think much further about it, nor did he return Zotz’s call, hoping that the Sage wouldn’t just show up at his place of employment again. 
 
    One evening after work, a week before his departure, William decided to make a detour over to the Goldhand. Stopping at a public restroom along the way, he changed out of his usual gray outfit, putting on dark slacks and a button-down shirt and slicking back his hair, trying to fit in with the club’s more upscale clientele; drab militiaman gray simply wouldn’t do for the Goldhand. He hopped a tram to the club, paid his fifty credits for the cover at the door, and allowed the bouncer to frisk him before admitting him inside. Luckily, the man didn’t recognize him as a militiaman. 
 
    He took a seat at the end of the one of the runways, where the chairs surrounded a circular platform with a metal pole sprouting out of the center, reaching for the ceiling. William had seen some of the girls here climb it all the way to the top before, but that was years ago. A few lawsuits over broken legs and the management didn’t let them go more than a couple meters up anymore. He leaned back in his chair with his hands on the outsides of his thighs, trying to look as though he did this every night. 
 
    A dark-haired woman weaved her way down the runway toward him, her eyes boring into him as if to hypnotize him into throwing money at her. She wrapped herself around the pole with a flexibility William would not have thought humanly possible, rotating her body so skillfully she almost became a blur, then suddenly slowing to a stop, with one leg extended far into the air. Her eyes fixed on him again, her lips parting just enough for him to see her sparkling, straight teeth. He didn’t have to pretend to look intrigued. She dropped down to her belly in one fluid movement and slid toward him, arching her back and coming so close William was about to push the chair backwards. 
 
    “What are you into, Mister?” she breathed. 
 
    “Whatever you’ve got,” he said coyly, turning his face slightly away from her but not breaking eye contact. 
 
    “What I’ve got depends on what you’ve got,” she replied seductively, her gaze sliding meaningfully down to his lap, though he knew she meant something farther to the right. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” he said. 
 
    In fact, he’d pulled out a sizable chunk of his retirement savings for this bit of unofficial business; he had a few thousand credits to spread around to anyone necessary to get the information he was after. 
 
    She slid off the platform, landed on her feet, and led him by the collar to one of the back rooms. That was easy, William thought. Her moves made it safe to assume she wasn’t new, so he didn’t think she was desperate to make an impression; something else about him must have caught her attention. Maybe the bouncer scanned my wallet when he frisked me, then he’d know exactly how much I’m carrying. Probably told the girls and they fought over which one got to take me for a ride. It wouldn’t surprise me. 
 
    She led him into a small room occupied by a wooden chair with a flowery cushion upon it. Big, spherical lights dotted the top of the walls right below ceiling level, giving the room plenty of light, though he noted a dimmer control next the door. Barely big enough to move around in, the most notable feature of the small space was a mirror that extended from floor to ceiling. As she pushed him down into the chair and climbed onto his lap, he pointed at the mirror. “Can anyone see us through that?” 
 
    “Would you like it if they could?” she teased, gripping his shoulders. “You’re tense, honey. How about I take this off?” She didn’t wait for an answer before she started unbuttoning his shirt. 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m actually here for another girl. Rainbow. You know her?” 
 
    Whatever simulated joy she’d put on for him vanished. “She’s dead.” 
 
    He nodded and spoke softly in her ear. “I know. I’m trying to get the guy who did it.” 
 
    She slapped him across the face and jumped off his lap, heading for the door. “Fuck you. I don’t deal with cops.” 
 
    He reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. “Wait! Look, I’m not here as a militiaman, I’m here as a person who gives a shit. I’m leaving Erzan soon, probably for good, and all I want is to take care of this.” He looked her in the eyes. “You get my meaning?” 
 
    She bit her lip, giving a very slow nod. William wished he knew for sure whether anyone was on the other side of that mirror. 
 
    “Is this room private?” he asked. 
 
    The answer came in the form of a very large man suddenly opening the door and reaching for him with hands that seemed strong enough to enclose and crush his skull without much effort. The woman stepped in his way. “Hold on!” she ordered. 
 
    The bouncer took a step back. “This guy giving you any trouble, Bella?” 
 
    “No, he just wants an upgrade,” she replied. “Is the Ruby Room open?” 
 
    “I’ll have to check. Wait here.” He left the room, and Bella closed the door behind him, turning to face William. 
 
    “If you tell anyone what I tell you, I’ll deny it. It never happened,” she swore, her face within an inch of his. “Good girls don’t talk, and definitely not to Mil-types.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” he promised. 
 
    The bouncer returned a few minutes later and indicated with one hand that they were good to go. Bella took William by the hand and led him around a couple of corners to the Ruby Room, so named for the red sequins lining much of the room: the door frame, and the intersections of wall, ceiling, and floor. The room itself was round, with a circular bed in the center, and spherical pillows. Everything was some shade of red, pink, or crimson. A raised stage ran around the perimeter of the room, with a couple of vertical bars for the sorts of performances Bella apparently excelled at. She locked the door behind them, and William sat down on the edge of the bed expectantly. Pushing him onto his back, she straddled him. 
 
    “I thought we were going to talk,” he objected. 
 
    She swirled her hips around and let out a moan, then whispered: “The door’s not that thick. If we don’t sound like we’re having a good time, anyone outside might get suspicious.” 
 
    Of course. I should have thought of that, he realized. “So, what can you tell me?” 
 
    She emitted a vocal gasp as if he’d done something unexpectedly arousing, though he hadn’t put a hand on her. “This well-dressed guy liked to see Rainbow a lot. Told her he was some big shot working for a mining company. Said he would get her all the gold and silver and platinum jewelry she could want. Promised to shower her with it and get her away from here.” 
 
    William reached for his pocket. She looked at him quizzically. “Just trying to get to my wallet.” 
 
    “Oh.” She lifted her leg but kept herself balanced on his lap, somehow. He retrieved his wallet, opened it up, and pulled out a photo of Nesto Marks. 
 
    “Is it this guy?” he asked, turning it around and raising it up toward her face. 
 
    She nodded. “That’s him.” 
 
    “What else did he do here? You ever see him get violent with Rainbow or anyone else?” 
 
    A long moan before she gave up the next piece of information. “He liked grabbing girls around the throat. It really got him off. He’s some kind of weirdo. He liked Rainbow. He was really into her hair, I think, you don’t see too many girls with hair like that. If anyone else tried it, they’d look silly, but she made it work.” 
 
    William didn’t want her little side dishes, he wanted the main course. “Right. So, he liked choking her?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded slowly. “I think he got carried away sometimes.” 
 
    “What about the night she died? Did he get carried away then?” 
 
    She put on a breathy gasp between each sentence, doing her best to sell it. “I wasn’t here that time, but the other girls said he was there. He asked her to do something. Something gross, but she said no and he didn’t like that. Apparently he hit her. Scott told them all to get back to work, so they did and no one thought much about it, they just thought he finished and left. They found her later.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty open-and-shut to me. Why didn’t any of you report this to us before?” 
 
    “Scott would kill us if he found out. ‘Never talk to Militiamen,’ he says.” She leaned down and brushed her lips across his, keeping eye contact as she drew herself back again. “That’s why you’re going to pay me.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” William said in a low voice, “I’ll pay you for what you told me, and you can even make some more money if you help me take care of him for good.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she forgot to keep up her performance for a moment. “I’m not killing anyone,” she stated, much louder than William thought wise. 
 
    “Shh!” he hissed. “Of course you aren’t killing anyone. You just need to get him here. Does he still come around?” 
 
    “Yeah. Once a week or so. He’s been seeing Michelle a lot lately. She’s got a chubby little face like Rainbow had. I think that’s his thing.” 
 
    “One of his things, anyway. Here’s what I want you to do...” William explained his plan to her. 
 
    The next time Marks came to the Goldhand, he would end up in one of the private VIP rooms with Bella. No matter what girl he requested, Bella would be the one who’d come to him. Given that Bella wasn’t his type, he was likely to get upset. Maybe physical. At that point, she would cry for help. William would rush in and attempt to arrest the man. If necessary, he would shoot Marks in her defense—and William intended for it to be very necessary. Some embarrassment might be brought down upon Minco, if only because such a thing saw the light of day instead of remaining in the shadows, and perhaps Marks would lose his job outright for tarnishing the company’s image. It would make the news whether Marks survived or not. His mug shot would be on every vid in Erzan. The man’s career would be over, or so William expected. He couldn’t be sure—Minco could always find a way to cover it up. But he had to try. 
 
    If it turned out that Marks was shot and killed for resisting arrest, some paperwork would follow and Schultz would be pissed, but Minco would be hard-pressed to defend Marks in public. William figured they’d not want their image tainted by word getting around that one of their VPs was killed for roughing up a working girl. Out of respect, Marks’ death would be reported as accidental or medical in nature, and the whole issue would go away. William considered it a plan with potential to succeed, but only if Marks showed up before he departed for Trepsis—something he couldn’t guarantee. 
 
    Here’s hoping Marks doesn’t make this any harder than it has to be. I’m not too keen on shooting an unarmed man, but I’ll do what I have to if Marks makes himself a threat, he vowed. 
 
    For a tidy sum—a sizable share of William’s savings, given he wouldn’t have much use for them on Trepsis—Bella agreed to his plan, considering that it could easily cost her job, if not her life. She didn’t have to come right out and say she was angry and upset about Rainbow, and William wasn’t sure how close the two had been—reasonably good friends, at a minimum, he figured. He got the impression that Scott’s Goldhand girls kept their thoughts and feelings to themselves, especially where customers were concerned, and even though William was just playing the role of a customer instead of actually being one, Bella wasn’t about to let her guard down any further. 
 
    Fair enough, he thought. I never even met the girl, and I want to see Marks pay for what he’s done, one way or another. 
 
    The two of them parted ways, Bella with a nice wad of cash for not much work, and William with a frustrated ache in his groin and anxiety about Marks’ fate. As the days dragged on waiting for Bella to call him, his tension only worsened, and it became increasingly difficult to focus on the other cases he was trying to close out. Two days before his scheduled departure for Trepsis, he hadn’t gotten an arrest for a single one. He had plenty of leads: mountains of names he could hunt down and talk to, lots of interview notes and records he’d pulled from various sources, but nothing solid enough to finger anyone for any of the crimes he investigated. They were cold cases, after all, and they’d been filed away in the “unsolved” drawer for a reason. 
 
    Who was I to think I could clear them in just a few weeks? he scolded himself. 
 
    The idea of leaving Erzan without any sense of closure grated on him. He slept even worse than usual, flipping and tossing and shifting all night, stripping down to nothing and kicking all the blankets off the bed just to get comfortable, then piling the blankets back on when that didn’t work. Nothing seemed to help. 
 
    I can’t leave here like this, he thought miserably. 
 
   
  
 

 7. Tied 
 
    It was the afternoon of the 7th of High Sun, the day before he was set to leave. William spent the day cleaning his desk inside and out, packing up his files to hand over to his eventual replacement even though Schultz’s intention was probably to stick them on a shelf with the other boxes of neglected material. There never seemed to be enough Militiamen for all the work they had to do, and tomorrow they would be short one more. They’ll make do without me, he told himself. 
 
    He hadn’t been much use the over past several weeks at least. To an outside observer, all he did was push paper, make phone calls, and drive all over Erzan, with nothing to show for it but notepads full of jagged scrawls that some unfortunate soul would have to try to parse someday and hope the people involved weren’t dead, missing, or completely disinterested. 
 
    Carrying a box through the building, he stopped by the narcotics department to check up on Steve Marlin. Steve was at his desk, poring over surveillance photos. “Hey, buddy,” he said, tapping his ex-partner on the shoulder. 
 
    “Ready to leave for Trepsis?” Steve asked, always one for getting straight to the point. 
 
    “Yes and no. I’m going to miss this place, I think.” 
 
    Steve decided to give him a hard time. “Narcotics? You never worked here!” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” William said, throwing a mock punch at Steve. “Don’t hoard all the drugs for yourself, okay? Save some for whatever poor sap they stick you with. You almost drove me back to drinking.” 
 
    Steve put his hands over his heart and said in a dramatic fashion, “It will haunt me to my dying day that I failed to put you back inside a bottle.” Then, more seriously: “Don’t worry, things will be fine here. I’ll shoot you a message now and then if you’d like to know how things are going in sunny Erzan.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” he smiled sincerely. “You’re a good partner, and don’t let anyone tell you different. It’s not every day you can find someone willing to write up all the reports. You know Schultz stopped yelling at me once I got you to start doing them? You might be the only guy here whose writing other people can read.” 
 
    “Penmanship’s an art, Will. You should take up calligraphy. You’ll get a lot better.” 
 
    William noted the wood block on Steve’s desk with a few pens cradled in tall, narrow cups of silver, shaped to fit them. He never did understand the man’s obsession with fountain pens. “You keep me posted on what’s happening around here, and I’ll send you some pens made out of metals mined right there on Trepsis. Deal?” 
 
    Steve grinned. “Throw in some ink, too, if Trepsis has any good native pigments to offer.” 
 
    William had no idea how to get his hands on ink but he agreed to try. The two men parted company on the best terms possible, as far as William was concerned. He’d had other partners, of course, but Steve was his one and only junior partner and it proved to be an entirely different dynamic acting as the lead in the duo. William wasn’t sure he’d always handled it with the most graceful and effective leadership, but he figured in the end it had all turned out okay. 
 
    Next, he took care of another bit of business: turning in his service weapon. A small, chrome revolver, it didn’t have a lot of stopping power, nor great range, but he favored it for its size and accuracy. Up close and personal, he could get at it easily and take down anyone near enough to be a threat. Even so, he’d only discharged it a handful of times over the course of his career, and only twice to kill. 
 
    The master-at-arms handed him a pile of paperwork to complete and advised him that he would be issued a new piece once he arrived at the station on Trepsis, William wished he’d bought himself a personal firearm like many Militiamen did, but the process was a long, arduous, pain in the ass so he had never bothered. He filled out the required papers, shaking out a cramp in his hand between fields, wished the master-at-arms a good day, and took his leave. 
 
    The man saluted him as William left the armory. “Good luck on Trepsis!” 
 
    On the way back to the investigative division, he found himself thinking about Rainbow again. He sat at his desk and reached down into that second drawer, pulling out her file, which was the only thing of his that remained now that he’d cleared everything else away. He slipped the file inside his gray jacket and was almost out the door when Steve slid across the floor into his path. 
 
    “Hey!” his ex-partner said, beaming at him. “You didn’t think you were going to get away that easily, did you?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    One of the women ran over and put a stupid, pointy hat on top of his head and shouted, “Surprise!” 
 
    “We just wanted to throw you a little going-away party,” Steve explained as the woman, whose name was Brooks according to the tag on her uniform, wheeled over a cart bearing a huge cake. It was frosted white and blue, with “GOOD LUCK ON TREPSIS” spelled out in red. A crude image of Trepsis occupied the lower right corner in icing of gold, green and blue, and a handful of mismatched candles had been hastily arranged on the top. 
 
    William surreptitiously checked his watch. I don’t have time for this, he thought impatiently. 
 
    “You’re getting paroled!” Fritz smirked, giving William an unexpectedly hard swat on the back. 
 
    “You guys do know what happened to the last three Chief Militiamen of Trepsis, right?” William asked, glancing around at the small crowd that had gathered. “This might as well be my funeral.” 
 
    “Cheer up!” Fritz urged, sticking one fat finger into Trepsis and sucking off the icing. 
 
    “You’re fucking up the cake,” Brooks scolded, knocking Fritz’s pointy hat to the floor, and William couldn’t help but laugh. “Nobody even told me about this until last night! Steve goes ‘Pearson’s leaving, we need a cake and a party,’ and you guys all think I’ll just make a cake because you said to.” 
 
    Steve held up his hands. “But you did make the cake.” 
 
    “I know,” she complained, “I’m saying that nobody tells me anything around here until the last minute. I could have made a much better cake, but I didn’t even have time to buy new candles! I had to use the left over ones and I’m almost certain Fritz sucked the frosting off of all those at one time or another. That’s why they’re clustered over in that corner, so he can eat that part and leave the rest of the cake uncontaminated for the rest of us.” 
 
    “I’m not eating a pock-marked piece of cake!” Fritz groused. 
 
    Taking advantage of the bickering to make a hasty escape, William slipped smoothly around them and out the door. He caught the tram downtown to the Minco headquarters, disembarking just in time to see Marks boarding the very same tram. Pushing past a few people who were getting off, he quickly ducked back aboard, taking care not to make eye contact with Marks although he didn’t expect Marks to recognize him in the first place. 
 
    He probably doesn’t know my face, not up close, he told himself. 
 
    From his surveillance, he knew Marks rode this tram down to a parking garage in Mercantile, where he would drive the rest of the way home to the southwestern suburb of Meadowland, where he lived in a nice house with his wife and three children, a maid and a private chef. Maybe giving him a good talking to will make him think twice before doing anything further to jeopardize all that, William hoped. 
 
    The tram came to one of its final stops at the north end of Mercantile, where Marks exited and after a moment, William followed. Marks proceeded down the street, reading a paper he held in his hand and glancing up every few seconds to make sure nothing was in his path. In his other hand, he carried a briefcase. They passed several apartment buildings which were similar to William’s as he closed the distance slowly and carefully. Before long they approached the garage, which was set up like most others in Erzan: one lane for cars entering, one for those exiting, and a booth in between, manned by someone who surely made a lot less than Marks, and probably not much less than William. Marks stopped to chat for a moment with the garage attendant, and William casually walked in via the exit lane, strolled behind the attendant’s booth and out of Marks’ line of sight, then quickly turned to the left and ducked behind the first car he saw. 
 
    First floor, space A7, William remembered from the file, hoping Marks hadn’t changed parking spots during the weeks since they’d been pulled off their surveillance. 
 
    Following Marks indirectly, William walked across the garage, making careful note of the location of the security cameras and their coverage areas. There were always gaps, he knew, and it was within one of those gaps a few meters from the rear end of Marks’ car, that William caught up to the man. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said. 
 
    Marks stopped dead, turned around, and cocked his head. “Do I know you?” 
 
    William took a step closer. “I’m with the Militiamen. That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    “Ah, you must be the one who’s been following me lately then,” he frowned. “I thought Tad had a talk with that Chief of yours. You’re not supposed to be harassing me.” 
 
    “I don’t really give a fuck at this point,” William said, reaching into his pocket and digging for the photo of Rainbow. Marks jumped back, as if he expected William to pull out a gun. William laughed. “You think I’m going to shoot you? Relax. I don’t even have a gun right now, and I don’t need one.” 
 
    He pulled out the picture and held it at arm’s length in front of him. Marks took a cautious step closer, squinting at the picture. “Am I supposed to know this girl? Is she one of the whores? They all look the same,” he lied. 
 
    “You killed this one with your bare hands,” William reminded him. “I know it, you know it, half the girls down at the Goldhand know it. They’ve just been afraid to say anything, until now. I wonder why that is.” 
 
    “Are you here to threaten me?” Marks scoffed, almost offended at the idea. 
 
    “You’re damn right I am,” William spat, fists clenched. “I doubt Abigail Ross was your first victim, but if I have anything to say about it, she will damn well be your last.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” Marks said, turning back toward his car. 
 
    “Hey!” William called after him. “Don’t you walk away from me, you fuck. You think you can just do whatever you want because of who you are, who you work for, where you live, how much money you make? You can’t. Guys like you, your days are numbered. The decent people of this city won’t stand for it, not forever. You might feel safe right now, sleeping in your nice house in the suburbs with your nice family and your nice housekeeper and your nice chef, driving your nice car and working in your nice office, but we both know you love going down to the Goldhand to get your dick wet, rough the girls up, then have a laugh while you throw a few credits on them, watching them writhe on the floor and cry because of how badly you beat them. Fuck you. You don’t deserve it. You don’t deserve anything. You’re lower than the lowest piece of shit in Redwater. You’re lower than the guy who steals from garbage cans to scrape up enough aluminum so he can get his next hit of thrash and pass out in a gutter. Your name, your title, your money, they don’t mean a damn thing to me.” 
 
    Marks stood there for a moment, one hand on the door handle, his face reddening. He looked at William with hatred, letting go of his briefcase so it landed on the floor then fell over onto its side, and in a blink he had closed half the distance between them. William ducked easily beneath Marks’ swing, spinning around and connecting a fist hard into his gut, knocking the breath out of him. Marks tried to tackle him, but William grabbed him around the waist and pushed him onto his back on the floor. He picked up the photo of Rainbow from the concrete where it had fallen and sat across Marks’ chest, shoving the picture into his face. 
 
    “Remember her? She didn’t die just so you could forget. You’re the reason she’s never coming home. You’re the reason her parents will never have peace. You’re the reason she’ll never have a family or anything else she wanted to do. How does that make you feel, asshole?” 
 
    “No one cares about whores,” he growled, struggling under William’s weight. “Girls like her don’t matter to anyone. They’re empty vessels. I fill them for an hour, let them feel human, let them feel the hands of a real man on their bodies, let them feel like they matter, then throw a few credits at them when I’m done. If you ask me, I’m the one being cheated here. They don’t deserve anything. You think you’ll make a difference in this world, sticking up for garbage like that? No one cares. If anyone did, I’d be locked up already. You know it as well as I do.” 
 
    With unexpected force, he shoved William off his chest and flat onto his back where he exhaled with a grunt as he landed. Marks lunged forward, trying to press his advantage, and with only a moment to react, William arched his back and launched himself back onto his feet, rising up to meet Marks’ charge with his shoulder. The impact threw Marks backward toward his car. He lost his footing and fell, his head striking the corner of the rear bumper on his shiny black sedan with a dull crack. 
 
    Oh, no! William thought, panic stealing over him. He moved with sudden uncharacteristic speed, sliding across the concrete to land beside Marks, checking quickly for a pulse. The man’s head hung at a sickening odd angle from his neck, and his body slumped to the floor. There was no movement in his chest to indicate respiration, and the pulse William found faded quickly. 
 
    No no no... he stood up, sinking his fingers into his hair, pacing. What am I going to do now? I just wanted to scare him, get him to keep his nose clean. Worst case, I could have just arrested him for assaulting a militiaman. Not this... 
 
    I can make it look like a robbery. That’ll work. Yeah, I can do that. No one will think anything of that. It happens often enough. Fuck! He dropped to his knees next to Marks and began digging through the man’s pockets, pulling out any valuables. He found a leather wallet, his gold watch, and a couple of rings he had to pry off Marks’ fingers, and then, not seeing anyone else around, he walked away from the scene as casually as he could. Slipping out through a gap in the walls that led into the street, he headed several blocks up, tossing the credits from Marks’ wallet to the first panhandler he saw. 
 
    “Sages bless you!” the toothless man cheered as William passed. 
 
    Carefully, he rubbed the wallet against the fabric of his jacket to wipe it clean of any fingerprints or sweat, stopping to drop it down a storm drain. Should be a long time before anyone finds that. Fuck. Good thing I am about to get off this planet, he thought. 
 
   
  
 

 8. Flight 
 
    After packing up all but the clothes he planned to wear to Trepsis, he spent the night alternating between pacing around his apartment waiting for Militiamen to arrive and arrest him, and turning over and over on his sofa or in his bed. Nothing helped. 
 
    What was I thinking? A guy like Marks, you don’t just scare into behaving himself. I should have known he’d blow up like that; guys like him always have tempers. He strangled Rainbow to death, for fuck’s sake. I should have known. Fuck! He cursed his own lack of judgment. 
 
    Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Marks tumbling back toward his car and everything that followed with striking clarity, and he wished he could take it back, but nothing could undo it. He couldn’t even think of what more he might do to cover it up; what else was there to do? After getting rid of Marks’ money and wallet, William had abandoned his jacket in a garbage can a few blocks in another direction, just in case any forensic evidence linking him to Marks was on it. He’d also made sure there was nothing worthwhile in the jacket, either: no tissues, no business cards, not even garbage; what he’d removed from the pockets had been disposed of down various storm drains and into separate garbage bins. He figured he’d done enough to make it look like a robbery and avoid incriminating himself, though he had to admit that he felt tremendously guilty about covering it up. Without any witnesses or surveillance camera footage, the only things left that linked him directly to Marks were Schultz’s admonishments to leave the man alone and his pact with Bella. 
 
    What if she’s pissed because I didn’t pay her the rest of the money? Would she go to the Militiamen and turn me in? How long would it take her to realize Marks is never coming? It’s been weeks already. Maybe she’ll never notice, or she’ll hear about it somehow and wonder about that militiaman who wanted her to help him nab Marks, he took a deep breath. Calm down. There’s nothing to be done about this now, nothing but wait and see how it plays out. Maybe they’ll never finger me for this at all. Would they even bother to bring me back from Trepsis? Schultz wanted me gone, and how bad would it make the department look for a militiaman they just promoted to be apprehended as a vigilante killer? 
 
    Perhaps the people of Erzan would be happy about that. After all, no one liked the mining companies anyway, they just put up with them out of necessity. People might celebrate in the streets when they heard of the Executive Vice President of Development for Minco getting his comeuppance in a parking garage. 
 
    What the fuck is wrong with me! I just murdered a man, and while it may have been an accident, it’s still my fault and you can bet no judge would say otherwise. But I know he was responsible for Rainbow’s death. Where was anyone sticking up for her? Where was her justice? It was the right thing to do and it was the wrong thing to do at the same time. It’s all fucked up, just like everything else in this damn city! I shouldn’t have killed him. I didn’t mean for it to happen, but still, it was so incredibly stupid. As much as he’d considered the possibility of having to kill Marks in defense of Bella, having actually killed him felt very different. 
 
    His thoughts went on like that throughout the night. By the time he realized it was morning, his apartment was already well lit by the sunrise. In truth, there wasn’t much left to do in order to prepare for departure; his boxes for shipping were stacked near the door, and everything designated for charity was boxed and waiting for pickup where his small dining table used to be. The remainder of his lease had been taken care of by the Militiamen so his landlord wouldn’t be upset about him vacating. For all intents and purposes, as of the next morning he would homeless for a few months, until the ship made planetfall at Trepsis. 
 
    Recalling what he’d read about the journey itself at least gave him something else to think about as he rose from the couch, feeling groggy and unkempt. They’re going to put me under for five months, so that will be five months during which I don’t have to think about any of this, he told himself. 
 
    A couple of hours before his scheduled departure, a car arrived outside his building. The driver loaded his cargo into the backseat while William took one last look around his apartment, struck by the realization that it no longer looked like his. Everything had been taken down, packed up, or thrown away, and it felt to him as if pieces of himself were being scattered all over Erzan. 
 
    I’m going to miss this place, he thought, But I don’t think I’m going to miss Erzan. 
 
    Picking up the box that had Brenda’s key components in it, he pulled the door shut behind him and made his way to the elevator, heading down to the car. He stuffed the box into the rear seat with the others, then settled himself into the passenger’s seat up front alongside the driver. Catching sight of himself in the side view mirror, William noticed how truly terrible he looked: his hair was a hopeless mess, his eyes were bleary and bloodshot, he hadn’t shaved since yesterday morning, and he hadn’t even taken the time to straighten his clothes since he got up, which was made obvious by the wrinkles his shirt displayed. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep. Nervous about the trip, you know?” he explained to the driver. 
 
    The driver nodded in response. “You’re not the first, let me tell you. I don’t know what kind of people go to Trepsis. Braver folks than me, that’s for sure.” 
 
    He started the car, and William was reminded why he usually avoided taxis when the driver proceeded to relate what seemed like his entire life story, beginning with how his family originally came from Meldrin a good forty years ago, shortly before he was born. 
 
    “My mom and pop wanted to make a better life for us kids in Erzan, and the nicest place they could afford to live in turned out to be Redwater. You think it’s rough now? Sure was a lot rougher back in the ‘50s, I can tell you that,” he said. William stared ahead, not sure if the driver really believed he was listening or just wanted to hear himself talk. “My pop worked the copper mine for Day-Vern out west of the city. Had to show up at the corner of Granite and Macer at five in the AM, and came home stinking like sulfur every day. We lived in this tiny two-bedroom place where you didn’t even have room to stretch your legs out, my mom and pop in one room, my brother and me in the other. 
 
    “I remember my pop had to stare down some local stiffs, Stonecarvers I think they were. Tried to shake him down. They heard he worked the mine and thought, ‘hey, must be some cash in that.’ Not much, my friend. He wouldn’t hand it over, so they stabbed him right in the stomach. Can you believe that? They looked him right in the eyes and stabbed him, like it was nothing. Crazy fucking people, those Stonecarvers. Guys like that, they don’t even have a code, they’ll just as soon kill you for your shoes as look at you. So, there’s my pop holding his guts in and he says to them, ‘I don’t care how many times you little shits stab me, you’re not getting any money.’ Then he just started ramming ‘em with his head, right there in the hallway, shoved both guys right down the stairs. One of ‘em got a twisted ankle and a busted rib and the other guy got a broken leg, I think. The knife cut ‘em both up a little bit, too, if I remember it right. They never fucked with my pop again, you can be sure of that. 
 
    “Couldn’t afford doctors back then, I mean nobody really could, not in Redwater, so my mom put some disinfectant on, got her needle real hot to make sure it was nice and sterile, pulled out some black thread and just sewed him right up! Got an ugly scar out of it, but he was just fine. Every so often it came back and hurt him, but he sure loved telling that story. He got himself a reputation around Redwater; people said, ‘Don’t ever fuck with Hammerhead Mitchell.’ That’s what they called him, ‘Hammerhead,’ because of how he headbutted the guys, right? They say a knife’s a deadly weapon, but a head works, too.” Looking over at William, he knocked on the side of his own head for effect. “Hard as a rock, right? Like father, like son. Of course, nobody’s gonna mess with the son of the Hammerhead, either. 
 
    “Me, I never wanted to work the mines. I’m fine with driving. Always had a good sense for it, eyes on the road and all that,” he continued, and William noted with some irony that the driver spent far more time glancing over at him than actually watching the road, though he did seem to be quite a capable driver. “I’ve been driving people around Erzan for over twenty years. Sure took me a while to save up for my first set of wheels, they don’t come cheap. I had to rent one for the longest time, think it was owned by Quick Drive Service or something like that. I worked for those swindlers for a bit, and I tell you if I took in two hundred credits that day, they’d send me home with thirty. What a joke! But I saved and saved and finally I bought my own car, even taught myself how to fix it to keep the mechanic bills down. Been smooth sailing ever since, or as smooth as the sailing ever gets in Erzan, you know?” 
 
    By the time they reached Tomas E. Ramon Memorial Spaceport, William’s ears had gone numb and the man’s words had turned into unintelligible mush. He had a feeling the driver could probably tell him Tomas Roman’s life story, too, and he hoped he could get away quickly enough to avoid it. They both got out of the car at the curbside dropoff area, where William grabbed a wheeled hand truck and brought it over so they could unload his boxes onto it. He thanked the driver, handing him a ten credit note as a tip in addition to the required fee. 
 
    The driver smiled and shook his hand. “Have a safe trip!” 
 
    He returned to the driver’s seat and drove off, leaving William alone with his boxes. Ahead of him stood the entrance to the space port, fronted by a dozen glass doors and a couple of revolving ones with people streaming in and out. He’d driven past this place a few times, never having a good reason to actually go inside since he certainly couldn’t have afforded the fare to travel anywhere. Lexin had no natural satellites, so the only nearby destination in space was a station in low orbit, and from there you could go two places: back down to Lexin, or up to the high orbit station. From the high orbit station, you either went back the way you came, or you were headed for Trepsis. 
 
    Trepsis was not Lexin’s first experiment with an offworld colony. Lexin’s solar system lacked any good candidates for settlement other than the planet itself. There were asteroids to mine and two gas giants with plenty of rocky moons, but nothing with a livable atmosphere, the right gravity, and so forth. For that, they always had to look to other solar systems. Colonies had been attempted on planets in two other nearby star systems: Illum and Wendus, and neither had lasted long. Illum collapsed into disorder within a year of its founding, and Lexin was forced to send Militiamen to get the situation under control, but they failed. Communication was spotty then eventually stopped entirely, and the handful of scout ships which were sent to report never returned. Many possible explanations were offered: solar energy fluctuations disrupting ships and other equipment, even irradiating the colonists and their would-be rescuers to their deaths; a complete collapse of social order which caused any who came to Illum to be killed or captured on sight; abduction or murder by some unknown force. The government of Lexin finally opted to stop wasting resources attempting to save what they had determined to be a lost cause, turning their focus instead toward a second new colony: Wendus. 
 
    William remembered hearing about Wendus as a child, when it was still new and exciting. One of Lexin’s grandest projects, it was meant to correct the failures of Illum, and it certainly sustained itself longer: a good five years. Colonists were well trained before being approved: they were required to live for five months prior to their departure in a self-contained environment that closely simulated the unexpected conditions on Wendus. Cut off from the outside world, they were expected to survive on their own with limited supplies. Many washed out during the trial run, unable to handle the isolation, the lack of creature comforts, and the sheer difficulty of surviving with minimal resources, but even so, enough passed the rigorous training in order to settle the colony. Militiamen accountable to the authorities on Lexin were sent to maintain order from the very beginning. The colony started off strong: farms were planted, ores were mined, buildings were constructed, and a small, thriving city sprang up. 
 
    Unfortunately, nearly ten percent of the colonists died within the first two years due to an expected hazard of their new environment: Wendus came with existing flora and fauna, much of which turned out to be toxic to humans. Great pains were undertaken to clear the vegetation surrounding the city to avoid further accidental poisoning, and as the city grew, more land was cleared for development. Five years in, the city appeared to be prospering. Wendus’ unique plants and animals were harvested and studied for their desirable properties: some had medicinal uses, some had culinary or nutritional value, and some of the animal life could be domesticated. Goods were traded with Lexin on a four-month schedule, and reams of information were sent back to Lexin’s scientists for thorough examination and study. 
 
    Then one day, there was nothing. The trading ship from Wendus did not arrive as scheduled, and the one that had been en route from Lexin never returned. Politicians debated whether to send more ships, recalling with great caution what had befallen Illum. The situation didn’t seem terribly similar, but that was unimportant to those advising no action; the public simply didn’t want to risk more lives or waste any more resources. In light of the government’s refusal to act, a group of volunteers led by a curious, eccentric media mogul named Yelton, funded their own mission to Wendus. A raucous party was held for the launch with celebrities from all over Lexin in attendance, partying right up until the sixteen volunteers led by the wealthy magnate climbed into their ship and blasted off. 
 
    The ship remained in close contact with Lexin until they departed the solar system, but no one heard from them again after that. After such a public failure, even volunteer efforts to mount any further rescue attempts to Wendus were banned. Yelton’s admirers held candlelight vigils, presenting signs proclaiming Yelton’s eventual return with the survivors of Wendus. Every so often, William still saw “YELTON LIVES” in graffiti on the side of some old, condemned buildings in Redwater. 
 
    About a full year after contact was lost with Wendus, enough time for light from its star system to reach Lexin, telescopes that had been closely monitoring the area reported startling news: it was gone. Not just the planet, but the entire solar system. There had been no explosion, no unusual readings to report; it was simply there one moment and gone the next, as if it had never been there at all. The incident went into the history books as a curious anomaly, putting to rest any talk of further colonies, at least for a while. 
 
    The Trepsis project, by comparison, had such a low profile as to be virtually unknown. Facing an impending aluminum shortage, Nytrolus began investigating other planets, sending out automated probes to collect samples of atmosphere, hydrosphere, and lithosphere, and it was soon discovered that Trepsis was both habitable and rich in bauxite ore, among other useful minerals. The government was reluctant to fund another new colony, but Nytrolus was desperate to gain access to the planet’s resources and willing to pay handsomely for the government’s blessing. Even though public discussion was limited, there was no shortage of desperate people who’d do anything to escape their current circumstances and relocate to Trepsis, but it was set up primarily as a Nytrolus mining operation; its function as a new colony of Lexin was a secondary concern at best. 
 
    William made his way into the spaceport, pulling his hand truck over to a ticketing counter for check-in. A smiling, uniformed woman whose nametag labeled her “ELYSE,” took his identification and scanned it. 
 
    “Are these all you’re taking to Trepsis?” she asked, indicating the boxes. 
 
    He nodded in response, placing each one carefully on the platform beside her, which led to a conveyor belt that would deliver them to the cargo loading area. She slapped encoded stickers on them, and returned his identification card to him along with a small booklet with “ENJOY TREPSIS” emblazoned on the front of it in a snappy, dynamic font. 
 
    “These are your tickets and some information about your journey. You’ll find safety tips, answers to common questions, and contact information in case you aren’t satisfied with our service,” she informed him. 
 
    William opened up the booklet, locating his tickets in an inside pocket. “Does Trepsis get a lot of tourists?” 
 
    She shook her head, but answered with a big smile. “Not yet, but attracting more tourism to Trepsis is a major goal for NTS over the next two years.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said sincerely. “Is there anything else? Where do I go from here?” 
 
    She pointed past the seemingly endless row of ticketing counters. “Go all the way down to where Skybeam’s counters are and turn left. That will take you to Terminal A, where you can board for your first stop at Gateway.” 
 
    He thanked her again before strolling away from the counter. As he neared the entrance for Terminal A, he noticed there were a lot more people around filing into a narrow corridor with green lights along the top that winked slowly on and off. Those must be the security scanners, he thought, unable to remember the last time he’d heard a report of anyone trying to get a gun or bomb through those. He doubted it was even worth trying. 
 
    As he approached, he heard an unexpectedly familiar voice. “William!” Linda called, rushing up and throwing her arms around him. Instinctively he pulled back, which only made her grab him tighter. “Hey! Don’t try to get away from me!” 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you here,” he replied, regaining his composure. “What’s going on? Are you coming, too? I hadn’t heard any results from the lottery.” 
 
    She let go of him, so he put a hand on her arm and guided both of them out of the path of traffic so she could explain. “Oh, no, nothing like that. I wish! I just wanted to see you off, that’s all. I’ve also never been here before, so I thought it was worth checking out.” 
 
    “It’s pretty big,” William said, looking up at the domed ceiling that must have been a hundred meters above them. “I don’t know what they do with all this space, but we could have spaceships going in and out of here all day, every day.” 
 
    “So, you’re all packed? Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. Thanks for coming, though. I do appreciate it.” This time, he hugged her. “This isn’t going to make you late for work, is it?” 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively. “I might be a few minutes late. I don’t care. Tom will have to suck it up.” She motioned to the security corridor. “You have to go through there next?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t think you’re allowed to follow me. It’s a secured area, and I think you have to have a ticket to get in.” 
 
    Several large signs surrounding the entrance agreed with his assumption. “Looks like you’re right. Oh well. So, this is goodbye?” she said. 
 
    “Looks that way,” William sighed. “You take care of yourself, okay?” 
 
    “Please, you’re the one I’m going to be worried about! Stay away from other girls over there,” she said with an exaggerated wink, planting a kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “Oh, like you’d do anything about it,” he smirked. 
 
    She smacked his hip. “Go on, get out of here! Don’t keep the whole planet waiting!” 
 
    He started to walk away, but turned back for a moment. “I’ll be expecting those letters from you!” 
 
    “Once a week, at least!” she promised, waving. 
 
    Clutching his booklet tightly, William merged himself into the crush of people filtering into the security corridor. This is it, he thought. No going back. 
 
    The corridor opened up into the terminal proper, with a handful of gate areas used for boarding and disembarking; only one was being used at the moment, marked for NTS Flight 180. A customer service desk next to the boarding gate was occupied by a uniformed man and a woman fielding questions by passengers. Judging by the body language of some of the passengers, William could tell that they were nervous, perhaps apprehensive about their first trip into space. Along with the Trepsis information packet, Schultz had sent along guidelines for the spaceflight component and as William understood it, it was the trip to Gateway that would be the most uncomfortable primarily because passengers would be awake the whole time. 
 
    Rows of chairs were available for resting and reading before the flight, although there were not enough for everyone milling around waiting to board. He sat down to wait for the boarding calls, which began about twenty minutes later. Several well-dressed men approached the desk first, flashing their VIP tickets and chatting up the staff, and William surmised that they must be Nytrolus executives or managers, or perhaps officials from the government. After they had been directed through the nearby door which led down to the ship, the general boarding calls followed row by row. William checked his ticket again: row 10, seat B. The ship had fifty rows of seating to fill, so it was a while before they got to William’s. When he heard the announcement for boarding rows eight through twelve, he sprang out of his seat and walked briskly to the service desk, handing over his booklet with a smile. They scanned his ticket, directing him through the doorway to the corridor beyond. 
 
    It was narrower and longer than the security passage, with a slight downward slope leading to the ship itself. Inside, the vessel didn’t look much different from the aircraft interiors he’d seen in vid shows and movies. Don’t fix what works, he thought with a shrug, making his way to row 10 and taking his seat. The interior was divided by two aisles, and William’s section was on the right side. He settled into his seat and fumbled with the safety harness, which consisted of two belts that came down over his shoulders, one across his lap, another rising up between his legs, all locked together over his abdomen and waist. He wiggled against them after fastening, making sure he wouldn’t move around too much if things got bumpy. 
 
    The seats on either side of him soon filled, as well: a young woman occupied the seat to his left, while an older gentleman took the one on his right. He wondered what their stories were and even thought he might ask once they got underway, considering the flight up to Gateway only took about fifteen minutes. Impeccably-uniformed attendants checked on each person’s restraints, and one of them commented cheerfully on William’s work, saying, “That’s perfect!” as she flashed a gleaming white smile. William found it silly that anyone would make such a big deal out of accomplishing such a trivial task. 
 
    What seemed like hours later, the ship was ready to depart. The pilot announced some instructions that William barely paid attention to; the attendants ran through the safety protocols, what to do in case of emergencies, and so forth. William was not aware of any specific incidents where spaceships crashed or otherwise suffered serious malfunctions, but he suspected that if such a thing were to happen, they’d all be dead anyway. Bracing for impact isn’t going to save my ass, he thought to himself. 
 
    Eventually, the ship’s engines started in earnest, growing in volume. William felt the initial tremors of the ship as it began to roll away from the loading bay, taxiing to its designated pad and preparing for launch. “The engines you hear aren’t the ones moving us,” the guy next to him commented. “Atmospheric thrusters are doing that. That sound you hear, it’s the pilot warming up the real deal.” 
 
    “Good to know,” William replied with a nod, turning to the woman on his other side. “What about you? You know anything about spaceships? This is my first time.” She gave him a disgusted look, folded her arms, and turned her head to look out the window without bothering to answer. 
 
    “Well. Sorry,” he said. 
 
    The passenger on his right stuck out a fleshy hand, and nearly crushed William’s with the strength of his handshake. “Bob Kildorn, Superior Aerospace. These ships are what I do for a living.” 
 
    “William Pearson,” he replied, trying not to wince. “I’m a militiaman. Well, the Chief Militiaman of Trepsis, actually.” He hoped Bob didn’t notice him shaking his hand down at his side after he let go of it. 
 
    “Trepsis, eh? Never been there, but I’ve heard it’s nice. Okay, not really, but I hope it’s nice! I’m headed for Highland, myself, to take a look at the ship you’ll be flying to Trepsis. One of the engines is giving them trouble and the on-site engineers can’t figure it out. I designed the damn thing so I have to deal with it.” 
 
    “You designed the whole ship?” William asked, impressed. 
 
    “On that one, the SuperSleeper 15, I designed the secondary propulsion subsystem. Someone else did the primary. You need nuclear engineers for that, people who deal with some crazy stuff.” 
 
    William remembered reading something about that in all the information Schultz provided. The vessel from Highland to Trepsis was a sleeper ship, where all the passengers were put into deep sedation for the duration of the journey, closely monitored by the ship’s computer and staff who were awakened at intervals to check the ship’s status. Everyone “slept” in cushioned pods, because the ship’s primary propulsion system involved detonating nuclear bombs inside a rear-facing dome, the force of which was what propelled the ship forward. It took dozens of these explosions to bring the ship up to its maximum velocity, which amounted to about four fifths of the speed of light. Deceleration was achieved much the same way, but with the ship flipped around to face Trepsis. Personally, William found the whole prospect a bit terrifying, but given that it was pretty routine now, he didn’t expect to become the victim of bad fortune. 
 
    Now watch it blow up as soon as we try to depart, he thought sarcastically. 
 
    Bob rattled off a bunch of technical nonsense William didn’t understand, but he got the impression that Bob knew enough about the nuclear propulsion system to explain it to other people, just not enough to actually work on it himself. 
 
    Finally Bob changed the subject. “Trepsis, you said? Chief Militiaman? What’s that like? I’ve never talked to a lot of Militiamen, myself.” 
 
    William shrugged. “We uphold the law and keep order. That’s about it. Trepsis has had some trouble keeping its Chief Militiamen around, so I’m being sent to take the job.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble? Are they running off to tropical islands?” Bob laughed. 
 
    “No, actually they’re dying.” 
 
    Bob’s smile quickly faded. “Oh. I hope that doesn’t happen to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you and me both,” William laughed. 
 
    His chuckles were cut short by the unsettling feeling that the ship was moving in a direction other than forward. A massive platform beneath the ship extended arms to hook into the ports on the ship’s skin in order to hold it in place as it tilted backward into an upright position. William heard the whirring of what must have been immense motors and powerful hydraulics, feeling his sense of direction shift around until “up” was right in front of him. He felt a little bit like he might fall out of his seat and toward the back of the ship, though Bob reassured him. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ve never seen anyone fall out of their seats on one of these.” 
 
    “Never seen it, or never even heard of it happening?” 
 
    Bob turned up his lip for a moment, thinking. “No, I don’t think that’s ever happened. Not in my lifetime, I’d say. Try to relax.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say when you’ve done this lots of times bef—” 
 
    “Commencing launch sequence in fifteen seconds,” the pilot’s voice reverberated through the cabin. “Fourteen. Thirteen...” 
 
    “I guess this is it,” William said, clutching the arms of his seat nervously. 
 
    Bob nodded. “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. Everyone will be fine. I’ve done this a lot.” 
 
    “Anybody ever get sick?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Bob replied, “Lots of times. The ceiling has grooves and vents to catch it. There’s no point in using bags because they’d go flying around the cabin. I hope you didn’t eat much this morning.” 
 
    “Nothing,” William realized. No wonder my stomach hurts. 
 
    “Five,” the pilot counted. 
 
    “I can’t fucking do this,” William said suddenly, his hands white from hanging on so fiercely. How did I ever think I could do this? What the fuck am I doing? I can’t go into space. I don’t know anything about space travel. I must have lost my damn mind. What am I even doing here? This thing is so small. I have to get out... 
 
    “Buddy, you’re gonna lose it before we even get off the ground if you don’t relax!” 
 
    William bit down on his lip and shut his eyes as the countdown approached zero, panic shaking his body uncontrollably and rattling his harness. Bob would have called for an attendant, except that they were also all strapped into their seats ready for launch. 
 
    “Four. Three. Two. One. Ignition.” 
 
   
  
 

 9. Sleep 
 
    Despite his initial panic, once the ship got off the ground and steadied itself into an orbital trajectory, William managed to calm down. The ship vibrated in a way he found unsettling, but after a few minutes he began to grow accustomed to it. Bob did not seem the least bit bothered by any of it, and the woman on the other side of him just sat there stone-faced, holding onto the shoulder straps of her harness. The fifteen minutes to orbit seemed a lot longer than it really was. William caught himself counting the seconds a few times, and just when he felt like they’d been in transit for an entire hour, the pilot made an announcement: “Docking with Gateway in one minute. Please remain seated and harnessed.” 
 
    William’s stomach had been upset for the duration of their voyage, making it difficult to distinguish that from the sensation of microgravity that gradually took over. Soon, the ship shuddered to indicate it had docked with Gateway and the attendants rose from their seats, taking their time going around to each passenger to ensure they were properly released from their restraints and able to navigate the cabin’s interior. Handles on the ceiling helped people make their way down the aisles without bumping their heads or floating around uncontrollably. No luggage was permitted in the cabin area for obvious reasons, so there was nothing to do but disembark. 
 
    William followed Bob. “So, you need to work on the ship I’ll be taking? Is that going to hold us up?” 
 
    Bob shook his head. “Nah, I don’t think I’ll need more than a few minutes. These technicians they have up here, they’re amateurs. Well, maybe that’s not fair. They’re underpaid and overworked, and I’m sure they’re doing the best they can, it’s just not good enough. But don’t worry, I don’t think it will keep you from departing for Trepsis on time. Besides, we still need to get up to Highland!” 
 
    William had almost forgotten there was one more jaunt before he went under for the long voyage to Trepsis. Using the handles on the ceiling, he pushed himself along: grab a handle with one hand, extend his arm to push his body downward, touch the floor with one foot, push up and forward to catch the next handle with his other hand, and so on. He quickly got into a good rhythm, following Bob’s lead, and before long they were in another corridor. William watched the way Bob turned onto one side and slipped out the doorway, planting both feet on the floor outside, then he mimicked Bob’s movements himself. Outside the door, he was surprised to find there was gravity. 
 
    Windows on either side gave him a nice view of Lexin, which the station appeared to be rotating away from, and a glimpse of their ship, which was an opportunity he’d missed at the spaceport. It was gold and white, slender and curved, almost missile-like but with wings that gently tapered down from the front end until they flowered into broad blades near the rear. The windows looked so small from here. Nice-looking ship, he admitted, turning away to follow Bob and the other passengers. “This part is pretty easy,” Bob promised. “We merely go single-file into the next ship, which is not substantially dissimilar from the last one. Strap yourself in and we’ll be good to go.” 
 
    William nodded, hoping it was all that simple. There wasn’t a lot of headroom in the slightly-curved hallway, and he wondered just how big this station was since he didn’t get a good look at it on their way up. Maybe I’ll get to see it from a better angle when we leave. Or maybe I can even see it from Highland. 
 
    After a long walk, they came to another opening very much like the previous one. William watched Bob and followed his lead again: he sat on the edge of the opening dangling his legs over, then used his hands to push forward, quickly grasping onto the ceiling handles. Bob drove himself down the passage with the skill of a man who’d done it plenty of times before; William, for his part, didn’t look half-bad swinging like some kind of ape in an effort to catch up with Bob. The passage ended in another ship which was indeed a lot like the other one, although William noted that the seating arrangements were different this time, perhaps because not everyone who’d come to Gateway was also on their way to Highland. 
 
    “Where does everyone else go?” he asked Bob once he’d finally caught up. 
 
    “Oh, there’s another passage. You probably missed it,” the engineer answered. “It leads deeper into the station where there’s less gravity. You’re lucky you get to move on. If you were hanging around on Gateway, you’d have to undergo the full low-g training. I did that once. You’d think floating around with little or no gravity is fun, but it’s quite disorienting and not good for your health, either. Since this is just a brief stopover and you’re departing from Highland, you don’t need any specialized training.” 
 
    William managed well enough, and he saw the other passengers navigating the cabin without too much difficulty. If most of them were new to this sort of maneuvering, they didn’t show it. He parted ways with Bob since they sat in different sections this time, but Bob promised, “We’ll catch up again on Highland.” 
 
    William took his seat and set about fastening himself in again. It was definitely harder this time, trying to hold himself down in the seat while manipulating belts and buckles that floated freely in the air, grabbing them, putting them together, then pulling everything tight seemed to take twice as long as it had before. His arms also ached, and he decided that living in this sort of environment wasn’t for him. I guess I’d get used to it, but it sure is tiring. 
 
    Everyone filtered into the ship and took their seats. Several people needed help, certainly more than required any back on Lexin, and he didn’t blame them for having difficulties. Once all of the passengers were secured, the attendants went through the safety and procedure rigmarole again, the pilot announced their departure, and soon they were off. This time he had a window seat, so he watched as they departed the station, not paying much attention to the chatty men sharing the row with him. 
 
    Gateway itself was a large ring structure on the outside, which led to a few inner rings and then a central spherical section, which made up the main living and operations areas. It had enough docking ports for four ships at a time, allowing them to have two ships from Lexin and two ships to Highland docked at any time. There weren’t any others docked, however, except for the one that had brought him from Lexin. 
 
    He braced himself as the ship’s engines ignited, pushing him back into his chair, but surprisingly he felt no panic this time; in fact, he found himself feeling some embarrassment over his earlier behavior. He didn’t imagine that was a scene he would ever repeat. I hope Bob doesn’t think I’m some kind of idiot, he chided himself. Now that I’ve done it, I know it’s not that bad, I just wish I’d prepared myself for it more in the first place. The little brochure and the safety instructions you get don’t really do justice to the whole process. 
 
    The next leg of the journey took four hours. The ship vibrated slightly from the main engine but there was nothing to hear from the outside: no sound of air rushing by and nothing to look at but stars. Those still held some novelty for William, considering how rarely one could get a good view of the night sky in Erzan, and with the lights dimmed for the majority of their voyage in order to save power, he had an excellent view of the sea of stars. He’d never realized there were so many; every part of the sky was occupied by a seemingly infinite cluster of little points of light, bright dots and dim ones and everything in between, with little flecks of black for variety. The idea of someone not only counting all of the stars but also naming them put a mental picture of a Sage like Zotz spending a lifetime recording a tiny corner of the sky before passing it down to the next Sage, and so on. Many generations and thousands of years could be spent on the task, only to have them move and change so the counting would have to begin anew. 
 
    That’s a job that would never end, William thought. Much like my own: new criminals spring up, old ones come back to haunt us, people thought dead often aren’t, those thought alive are often dead, and the cycle goes on forever. It’s not like criminals get smarter or better, they just die and get replaced with new ones. Like the stars. Although they don’t all end in fire... 
 
    That brief recollection of the dead jewel thief soured his mood and he wished he was closer to being put under for the journey to Trepsis. Three more hours of this, then I get to “walk” over to another ship and do this again. Well, I guess I won’t be in a seat with a harness; it’ll be something completely different. I wonder what it looks like. 
 
    Time passed quickly for William, entranced as he was by the dance of distant stars which almost hypnotized him; he barely even noticed the ship had docked. Disembarking using the same method as last time, he followed the handles up into Highland station. Its interior was very similar to Gateway, only this time he followed markers on the floor: the word “TREPSIS” glowed on a display built into the floor, with an arrow pointing ahead. William lost track of Bob, but he figured that the engineer had more important things to do than escort him around the station, anyway. Eventually, the routing markers led him to another causeway, and he slipped into it just like last time. 
 
    I’m getting the hang of this, he decided. I can see how some people might do this for a living, surviving in space. Seems like it would be awfully lonely, though. 
 
    Once again, some of his fellow passengers went with him and others parted ways, remaining behind on Highland for one reason or another. Several people followed him down the passage toward the ship bound for Trepsis, and he wondered if they might turn out to be future friends or coworkers. 
 
    I never thought to ask Schultz if they were sending any more Militiamen on this trip, he realized. Trepsis has a small staff, but if it’s taking on more people, I’m going to need more personnel. Then again, I’m the Chief Militiaman. I can hire people. There was the small matter of where the money would come from, but William figured he would worry about that when the time came. 
 
    On paper, he anticipated that Trepsis would work like any other city on Lexin; set up by a mining company or not, it was still technically under the jurisdiction of Lexin’s global government. After all, what gave Militiamen authority over people on Trepsis if not the implicitly legitimate jurisdiction of Lexin? The potential fragility of the situation on Trepsis bothered him, and he’d only just begun to give it any serious thought. He had taken Erzan’s status quo for granted, not having much considered what a place so far away and so small would be like in terms of law enforcement and jurisprudence. If people start to get unruly, for whatever reason, there’s no backup. There’s no one to call in. We’d be on our own, and all it would take is one lunatic to declare himself dictator and there would be a nasty situation on our hands. Good thing I’m not the power-hungry type, or they’d be in trouble, he smirked to himself. 
 
    The end of the passage opened up into another narrow, curved passage, which looked nothing like the passenger craft that had delivered him to Gateway and then here. Instead of a long tube lined with seats from front to back and divided by aisles, the interior of the ship was broken up into multiple levels, each with a number of pods arranged in concentric circles. A quick glance at his ticket told him that his designated seat was Level 20, Pod J. The nearest door led to level 15, and there were red arrows painted beside it: the up arrow was labeled 14, and the down arrow was marked with 16. 
 
    Grabbing onto the ladder to the left of the level 15 door, he pushed himself down. It was an odd sensation to traverse a ladder without any fear of losing one’s grip and falling. A good thing, too, because it looks like a long way down, he thought with some anxiety. Fortunately, it was well lit and the ship’s outer ring was rather narrow, so there was little risk of floating around freely. 
 
    “Can you get a move on?” one of the other passengers called down at him from above. 
 
    “Sorry,” William said sheepishly. 
 
    Working his way down the ladder, he kept an eye on the marker next to each door along the way until he got to level 20, then he pushed himself to the right and drifted inside. Technicians were already there, checking tickets and loading people into pods. William floated over to one, who grabbed him by the wrist and checked his ticket with the other free hand. 
 
    “Pod J,” the young man said with a nod, stepping across the room with William in tow. William couldn’t help noticing the man’s feet remained planted firmly on the floor. Must be magnetic boots or something. I don’t want to look stupid by asking about them. Too bad they didn’t outfit us with those! 
 
    The tech stopped in front of one of the pods, pushing a button so the transparent shield on top of it slid open. Inside, it looked almost like a bed: a soft mat covered the bottom with an extra bulge near the top to serve as a pillow. The tech helped William climb in, which involved bringing him up directly above the pod, bending so his legs slid in first, and then flattening himself out so he could be gently pushed down inside. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” William inquired, noticing something akin to the scent of a thunderstorm, but somehow more metallic. 
 
    “That’s the suspension solution. Don’t worry, you won’t really notice it,” the tech replied. “I’m going to start inflating the interior restraints, so don’t panic if you feel pressure on your feet and legs, okay?” 
 
    William nodded, and within a few moments he felt something closing around his feet and legs, like balloons being inflated. The sensation traveled upward until everything up to his waist was snugly secured. 
 
    “Now, I’m going to close the pod and sedate you. You’ve read all the safety guidelines, I take it? No history of fainting, adverse reactions to general anesthesia?” 
 
    William shook his head, apprehension coming on again like it had back at the spaceport. “Nothing like that. I’ve read the pamphlets. Let’s just do it.” 
 
    “Relax,” the tech urged with a smile. “This goes much better if you stay calm.” 
 
    He tapped the panel and the shield slid up from around William’s waist to cover his torso and face, making a tight seal. The tech spoke again, this time sounding quite muffled. “I’m going to start the sedation. Just count backwards from ten.” 
 
    William swore he heard the hiss of gas flooding the pod as he began to count. “Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six.” 
 
    His eyes closed. “Five. Four. Three.” 
 
    Two. 
 
    One. 
 
    Suddenly, his eyes opened. Everything was too bright, too blurry. His head felt foggy, like he’d overslept, his mouth was dry, muscles aching, and all sense of direction seemed out of whack. He tried to raise his arms only to find them limp and useless. Before him, he saw a white haze as his eyes adjusted, toning down the excruciating brilliance to a merely annoying glow. A pinpoint appeared in his field of vision through which he thought he could see something, and it began to grow, revealing a grid pattern and what he thought were flashes of faces moving past him. It grew and grew, spreading across his vision as his senses slowly returned to normal. 
 
    He tried to turn over in the bed because somehow he didn’t want to be awake right now, and then he realized he couldn’t move and remembered where he was. The pod. 
 
    The shield above finally slid open and the ozone smell was much stronger than before as the remnants of the suspension solution swirled around the inside of the pod, disturbed by the outside air. The same technician who’d helped him into the pod stood over him now, looking pleased that William had survived the journey in one piece. He noticed the man didn’t look quite the same, though; where before he had a smooth, shaved face, now he was sporting a beard that William guessed had been growing in for several weeks, if not longer. 
 
    “Welcome to Trepsis,” he grinned. “I hear it’s a lovely day on the surface.” 
 
    “Is it?” William croaked, his throat too dry to speak clearly. I guess those engine problems Bob talked about got resolved quickly. 
 
    “You need some water, pal?” He lifted his head, looking across the room. “Carlos! Need some water over here!” He held up his hands and a bottle quickly arrived, most likely hurled across the chamber by the other tech. He took a straw from the side of the bottle and punched it into the lid, guiding the tip of the straw toward William’s mouth. “Have a drink.” 
 
    William sucked eagerly at the straw, taking care not to let any drops escape so he would not make a big mess in this low-gravity environment. His throat soon felt better, and he allowed the man to take the straw away. “Thanks. So, uh. I need to use the bathroom.” 
 
    The tech nodded with amusement. “You say that like you’re the first guy it’s happened to. Don’t worry, happens all the time, to just about everybody. We’ll get you out of here and transferred down to the station and you can use one of the facilities there. Might as well take a break before you ride the elevator.” 
 
    William remembered reading something about “the elevator” in the information packet. Trepsis had one station instead of two, albeit a much smaller one than either Gateway or Highland, and transit to and from the surface was achieved via a long cable which was connected to the station. Cargo and passenger vehicles attached to the cable went up and down on a regular basis, moving people and goods between the surface and the station. William hoped that was less of an ordeal than rocket-powered ships, or being put under heavy sedation and then resuscitated. On the latter note, he was surprised not to feel especially cold as the tech helped him out of the pod. The man guided him across the room, past other techs assisting people with their awakening, to the exit. He understood how this all worked, but it still unnerved him to simply lose so much time while in stasis. 
 
    “Head on up to the level 15 umbilical and go down the corridor until you’re aboard Nightshade, then take the first left. There’s a marked restroom down that hall. Instructions on how to use it are inside. Don’t worry, it’s not hard. You’ll be a pro in no time,” the tech instructed, then he turned back and snapped his fingers as he remembered something. Reaching into a pocket, he pulled out a piece of paper that bore too many creases and folds. “Somebody back on Highland gave this to me, it’s for you. I’ve been holding onto it for so long, I almost forgot.” 
 
    “Thanks,” William said, tucking it into one of his own pockets to look at later. “You’ve been a big help. I’ll be sure to send fill out a feedback form or something, Mr..?” 
 
    The tech looked a little embarrassed by that idea. “Um, Ramirez. Cody Ramirez. I’ve been doing this job for a year. I don’t think anybody’s said that to me before. If you still have your travel brochure, I think there’s a feedback thing on the back. Might take a few months for NTS HQ to see it!” he laughed. “But I’d sure appreciate it.” 
 
    William nodded with a grin. “I’ll do that. Thanks again, Mr. Ramirez.” 
 
    Now, to find that toilet. Moving through other groggy passengers trying to disembark or make their way elsewhere within the station, William finally reached the restroom via Ramirez’s directions a touch later than he would have liked, the urge to relieve himself almost at the breaking point. He made his way inside and locked the door, but when he turned to face the contraption within he was dismayed to find that the curious mess of tubes and equipment looked nothing like any toilet he’d ever seen. Whatever instructions Ramirez said were supposed to be present, he couldn’t locate. After a few minutes of desperate fumbling in microgravity, he decided that all he could do was just hope his urine went down the right tube and didn’t make a bigger mess somewhere else. 
 
    That issue dealt with, he set about following the floor markers which led through the station indicating the way to “TREPSIS,” and found himself in a circular chamber similar to the ship he’d taken to get here. Instead of pods on the floor, however, there were rings of seats with restraints. William’s brochure with the ticket pouch was empty, so he assumed he didn’t need one to get down to the surface. 
 
    I don’t imagine a lot of people live up here on this station. It’s not very big, he observed. 
 
    In what was quickly becoming a repetitive chore, William buckled himself into an open seat, fidgeting his feet below the chair and rubbing his hands impatiently on his knees as he waited for departure. Funny how the longest part of this trip I wasn’t even awake for, and now I’m in a hurry to make the quick run down to the surface. “Quick” was an exaggeration, since according to the booklet, the elevator would take hours to descend. 
 
    William was soon feeling the effects of having not really slept since two nights before departure, even though it was actually months ago; being deeply sedated was not quite the same thing as actually sleeping, and that fact was rapidly catching up with him. He thought about that night, “last night” as far as he was concerned, and yet a night that had lasted for months. Trying to wrap his mind around it only confused him, and in his current state of fatigue, confusion quickly led to frustration. At least he was too exhausted to bother lashing out at anyone with his frustration; he just sat there, nodding off every few minutes and jerking back to awareness as soon as his cheek met the rough synthetic fibers of the restraints. They certainly weren’t made for comfort, they were all about effective safety. 
 
    This whole rig could crash into the side of a mountain and I bet the restraints wouldn’t let go, even after my body has been hopelessly pulverized into a fine dust of meat and blood, he thought grimly. Why the fuck am I thinking about this? Ugh, I need to sleep. 
 
    At some point, he dozed off for real, and did not awaken until the vessel operator shook him. “You okay, buddy? We’re on the surface. Everyone else has already disembarked but here you are, sleeping away.” 
 
    William yawned, stretching to what extent he could in spite of the harness. “Sorry about that. I’ll get out of your way.” 
 
    He fumbled with the buckles and after a few false starts, he managed to free himself, standing up and taking a step forward, only to nearly fall flat on his face. It was as if his body had forgotten the effects of gravity for a while. Awkwardly, he stopped himself, leaning forward and trying to control his movements enough to get upright without falling in the other direction. 
 
    Noticing the difficulty William was experiencing, the operator smiled reassuringly and said, “Don’t worry, lots of people have problems after they get here. You’ll be fine in no time. This is your first trip off Lexin, right? I can tell. Just get on out, go for a walk, you’ll get used to the gravity again and you’ll feel great. I promise.” 
 
    “Thanks,” William said. 
 
    Getting his bearings, he headed out the exit hatch and carefully made his way down the stairs that led to the surface. Around the loading/unloading area of the climber unit, a complex had been constructed, with areas for cargo and places for passengers. Small buildings surrounded the place, most of them so simple in their construction that he surmised they had probably been delivered as kits that required minimal tools and assembly. People were milling about the area, checking for their belongings in front of the cargo building where boxes and luggage were arranged in rows. William headed in that direction to look for his three boxes, but was stopped by a man who crossed his path, nearly running into him. 
 
    “You’re Pearson, right?” the man asked. 
 
    William stared at him. “Yeah, William Pearson. That’s me.” 
 
    “Great!” the man said, shoving several papers at his chest. “I’m Lieutenant Hanlon Messier, interim Chief Militiaman. You’re here to relieve me, right? Please say you are.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Yes. That’s why I was sent here.” 
 
    “Oh, knock on stone. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear,” Messier said, making quickly for the climber and pulling a wheeled suitcase behind him. 
 
    “Wait, where are you going?!” William called, walking briskly to catch up to him. “Aren’t you supposed to show me around, bring me up to speed, something?” 
 
    Messier didn’t stop. “Are you serious? I can’t take another minute here. I’m going back to Lexin. I don’t even care if they strip me of my rank or fire me or whatever. I’m done with this. You hear me? Done. Some other sucker can handle this place, and you look like you can pucker with the best of ‘em. I’d say ‘see you around,’ but I hope by all the jewels on Lexin I never do.” 
 
    With that, he disappeared into the climber, leaving William scratching his head in wonderment. What a great introduction to Trepsis. Nothing like a strong first impression to make me look forward to my job here, he thought. It wasn’t bad so far, though. The air smelled clean, even sweet, unlike anything he’d ever inhaled on Lexin; breathing it in, he didn’t feel like he was sucking clouds of toxic gas into his lungs. It simply felt good to breathe here. The sky was a brilliant light blue with pure white wisps of clouds, a stark contrast to Lexin’s persistent gray overcast. 
 
    He turned back toward the baggage claim area to search for his boxes among the cargo, which was all conveniently arranged by level and pod number from the sleeper making it relatively easy to locate items. William found his three boxes at level 20, row J, a bit beaten up, but not bursting open or displaying any serious damage. He was primarily concerned about Brenda’s equipment; well aware of how fragile all that was, he’d carefully packed it in protective wrappings, but he had no way of anticipating how much abuse cargo might take on a long, interstellar voyage. 
 
    None of the warnings said I couldn’t bring electronics, he recalled. I just hope nothing got fried by radiation and then NTS will tell me, “Sorry, you didn’t buy the additional cargo protection for your packages so we won’t pay for that.” That girl at the counter didn’t offer me any, anyway. 
 
    Having found his boxes, the next hurdle was figuring out how to transport them. The people around him were using hand trucks that belonged to NTS, or simply carrying what they’d brought. He spotted an information desk not far away, occupied by a woman who didn’t seem very interested in dealing with any of the new arrivals, judging by the way she kept her head down and paid little attention to anything other than the book she was busily writing in. William approached her and knocked on the desk to make his presence known. Slowly, she raised her head and stared up at him as though she wished he would drop dead right in front of her. 
 
    “Hey. I just got here, and the person who was supposed to show me around is, um... not available. Can I borrow one of those hand trucks, please? And can you tell me where the Militiamen station is?” 
 
    First, she pointed to her right, where a bank of collapsible hand trucks was arranged in something more than a pile but less than a deliberate row. Then, she pointed to her left, past the smaller structures to what William assumed was the colony proper. 
 
    “Thanks so much,” he said sarcastically, helping himself to one of the trucks and loading his boxes onto it. 
 
   
  
 

 10. Command and Control 
 
    Dragging the handcart behind him, he headed out past the complex surrounding the elevator and found what could be described as a street: cleared ground with buildings on either side. Some were bigger than others, but all of the buildings were rectangular boxes with rectangular windows, built out of the obviously cheap, prefabricated components that had been delivered to Trepsis early on. Since the buildings looked more or less the same, William studied each one as he passed, looking for markings to indicate its purpose. Some displayed small signs marking them as apartment buildings, some were shops selling food and basic living supplies. Out of all the buildings, Nytrolus headquarters was the easiest to identify: it was the largest, towering over the rest, fronted by an equally large sign that boldly proclaimed “NYTROLUS, INC. - TREPSIS HEADQUARTERS.” 
 
    Near the end of the street, almost at the edge of the settlement, he found a building that was apparently unmarked. It was smaller than most of the apartment buildings, but larger than the shops. Leaving the hand truck with his boxes outside, he took a chance and went in. Makeshift signs greeted him, handwritten placards saying, “THIS LINE TO REPORT CRIMES,” and “THIS LINE TO PAY FINES,” taped to opposite walls with arrows leading around the corner. William noted that there were, in fact, no such lines. Maybe the rush comes later in the day. 
 
    He would have expected to find someone near the door in a typical Militiamen station, but that was not the case in this place. Searching around, he found a couple of offices and a secured door marked “DETENTION,” before he finally came upon two uniformed people chatting away in an office near the back. William knocked on the door frame, and both of their heads turned quickly to face him. 
 
    “Hey, I’m Captain Pearson, from Erzan. I’m your new Chief,” he introduced himself, extending his hand. 
 
    The woman pushed herself off the edge of the desk and strolled over to him, cordially shaking his hand. Her light, unkempt hair and wrinkled uniform made her seem either new or clueless—either was a strong possibility here. “Officer Beth Torres,” she said in a professional tone, “Pardon me, I need to make a call.” 
 
    William’s gaze followed her as she suddenly left the room, wondering what was so important she had to get out of his sight so abruptly. The other officer grabbed his hand and gave it a firm shake, introducing himself as “Demeter.” William gave him a good once-over, noting the dark, tightly-cropped hair, and serious eyes framed by a stolid, rugged face. His immaculately maintained uniform suggested to William a stickler for rules and regulations—a mixed bag when it came to militiamen. 
 
    “Just ‘Demeter’? You got a first name?” William inquired. 
 
    “Officer,” he answered flatly. 
 
    “Just trying to be friendly here. I’m William.” 
 
    “No offense, sir, but I like to keep things professional,” Demeter said, releasing William’s hand. “May I be dismissed?” 
 
    “No, you may not,” William replied, taking stock of the small office. “I need someone who can tell me what’s going on around here. I ran into the interim Chief... Messier, I think his name was? It was a strange encounter, then he hopped onto the next transport out of here without telling me a damn thing. I’m hoping you and Officer Torres are willing to be more helpful. You do work for me, after all.” 
 
    Demeter nodded, his hands clasped military-style behind his back. “That we do, sir. How may I assist you?” 
 
    “For one thing, what’s the situation around here? Do we have anyone significant in lockup? Any major unsolved crimes? I got general information back on Lexin, but I was hoping you’d be able to provide me with some current, on-the-ground perspective.” 
 
    “It would be too much to explain in a few minutes, I’m afraid,” Demeter replied. “I’ve kept meticulous records since my posting here, though, and I am sorry to hear my superiors didn’t see fit to pass them along for your benefit. I will be certain to forward them to your terminal for review.” 
 
    “That would be great,” William said sincerely. “Also, where am I living? I had thought Messier would tell me, but like I said, he just took off and didn’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “Let me check,” Demeter said, heading back over to the desk. “Apartment 2C in building number three over on Ruby Avenue. That’s very close.” 
 
    “This whole colony doesn’t seem all that big to begin with,” William observed. 
 
    “Not yet, but Nytrolus has big plans, I hear.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll see how those pan out. Are you and Torres in the same building as I am?” 
 
    “No, sir. Building three is for managers and VIPs. You get more room, more amenities. Torres and I are in building five, farther down. Messier was temporarily occupying your apartment, so I apologize if he has left it in a suboptimal state. There is a cleaning service at your disposal if you wish to avail yourself of it.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. If you two have things in hand over here, I’m going to drop my belongings off at the apartment. Do you need to have a key or an entry code or anything?” 
 
    Demeter stared at him blankly for a few seconds. “Messier would have had the key. If he didn’t give it to you, then we’ll have to have another one made. I’ll call the supervisor of the building and let him know you’re coming. He will be able to let you in with a master key and possibly provide a spare for you. Once again, I apologize for the inconvenience. It is not my custom to speak ill of my superiors, but Messier was not qualified for his position and his tenure was marked by extreme disorganization and unacceptable inefficiency. I do hope that you are more competent.” 
 
    “I’ve been at this job a long time,” William assured him. “I may have to work on my managerial skills, but I live and breathe this job and I plan to clean up whatever this town has to throw at us.” 
 
    “That would be an impressive achievement,” Demeter said, his tone carefully neutral. 
 
    “Well, I’m off to the apartment, then. Please make that call to the supervisor for me. Hopefully he has time to see me.” 
 
    Demeter tilted his head in acknowledgment, and William headed back out the door he’d come in, retrieving the hand truck. Ruby Avenue was the next street over from the Militiamen station, and he didn’t have any trouble locating the apartment building bearing signs with the number 3 on them. As he stood out in front of the building, a balding man approached and without so much as an invitation, he threw his arms around William and squeezed. 
 
    “Chief Pearson!” the man exclaimed. “Welcome to Trepsis! This is a very nice place, you won’t regret coming here!” 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” William said, slightly bewildered. “Demeter said you might have a key for my apartment? It’s 2C, he said.” 
 
    “I do, I do. My name is Jack Jiminez, and this is my building. Well, technically it is Nytrolus’ building, really, they just let me call it mine because I run it. It is a good building. I heard you are from Erzan? I am from Trent. Not a big city, Trent, nothing like Erzan. You look tired, come with me,” Jack said, motioning for William to follow. 
 
    William began to haul his cart of boxes, but as soon as Jack noticed, he took it from his grasp. “No, no! You don’t do that. Let me take care of this. You are a guest here.” 
 
    Obediently, William stepped out of the way and let Jack drag the cart up the ramp leading toward the front door. He left the boxes just inside, explaining that he would bring them up in the cargo elevator once he had shown the new Chief to his room. Before long, Jack had opened the door to apartment 2C so that William could step inside and survey his new fully furnished digs. The place was bigger than his apartment on Lexin, which made sense given how tight on space Erzan was; that problem didn’t exist here. Trepsis was only constrained by the availability of building materials, and from what William had seen so far he had the impression that the sheets of composite material used to construct everything here were not likely to run out soon. 
 
    A dark brown carpet covered the floor, except for the kitchen and bathroom areas. The kitchen was a good size, big enough to move around in with an open design that included a bar on one side complete with three stools. In the dining room, a leafed table occupied most of the space; it looked to be made of wood but William suspected it was as synthetic as everything else. He glanced over to the living area, which held a sofa on one side and two comfortable-looking chairs on the other, sandwiching a round coffee table in between. There was no vid screen, which he supposed meant there wasn’t a lot of broadcasting happening on Trepsis. 
 
    A fully stocked bookcase took up the far corner next to the bedroom door, and he made a mental note to take a look and see what it had to offer when he had time. Making his way into the bedroom, he saw a large, luxurious bed with fluffy pillows and twin nightstands flanking either side. A private bathroom was attached, containing only a shower stall instead of a tub. 
 
    “No baths here?” he asked Jack, pointing at the shower. 
 
    Jack shook his head apologetically. “Water is rationed here. This building has many luxuries but extra water is not one of them. The pumps down by the river go out all the time. Sometimes we go days without showers. It is a bad state of affairs, and Nytrolus has promised to send for better pumps so we can have more reliable water!” 
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t criticizing, just asking. I’m fine with showers.” 
 
    “Good,” Jack said with a smile. “Scheduled water rationing is announced a day in advance. In those cases, you will get an automatic message telling you when the water will be off. Do you need a messaging system? I can bring one to you, if you need it.” 
 
    “No, you don’t need to do that. I brought my own CAM.” 
 
    “Do you need help installing it?” Jack inquired, eager to help. 
 
    “No, no, not at all. I can do it myself,” William assured him. “I just need a key for the place, if you would be so kind. I think I can figure out the rest by myself.” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” Jack said, handing over a key. “I will make a spare key for you as well, unless you would prefer to change the lock. Messier did not turn in his key. Do you know if he will be coming back?” 
 
    “He’s not,” William said with certainty. “He’s already left the planet. I don’t think you’ll be seeing him again.” 
 
    “Understood. Is there anything else you would like, Chief Pearson?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine for now. Thanks for all your help,” William said, starting to feel a little exasperated by the man’s excessively servile attitude. 
 
    “I shall check on you again later,” Jack promised, taking his leave. 
 
    I forgot to ask about those boxes, William realized, pocketing the key. Jack will probably just leave them in front of my door. This building seems secure enough, or at least as secure as anything is around here. 
 
    He threw himself backwards onto the soft bed, his body moving in waves for a few moments as the bed’s material settled down. He hadn’t planned it, but in spite of that he quickly fell asleep. 
 
    “William? William Pearson?” 
 
    Groggy, he sat up, blinking to clear his vision. A woman in a forest green suit stood in front of him, her shining dark hair tied back from her face, brown eyes fixed on him. As the image came into focus, he got the sense he was dealing with someone important. 
 
    “You are William Pearson, aren’t you?” she asked again, impatiently. 
 
    “That’s me,” he answered, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “I had expected to find you at the Militiamen’s station. Mr. Demeter informed me of your whereabouts, and Mr. Jiminez let me into your apartment after some convincing.” 
 
    William made a mental note to make sure Jack Jiminez knew exactly how unhappy he was at this intrusion. “Who are you, and what gives you the right to convince my landlord to let you into my private space?” he demanded. 
 
    “You should be familiar with me. I am Ava Rios, the Planetary Operations Director for Nytrolus here on Trepsis. All decisions made on this planet go through me,” she replied coolly. “I ordered Officer Torres to contact me the moment you arrived and I was quite disappointed to see you had already abandoned your post.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, ma’am, but I’ve had a long trip and I’ve barely slept. I’m sure whatever problems Trepsis has can wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    Ms. Rios folded her arms across her chest. “What I have to say will not wait until tomorrow. We need to speak about Nesto Marks.” 
 
    Suddenly completely awake, he stood up to face her, hiding his nervousness as best he could. “What about him?” 
 
    “Judging by your reaction, it is safe to assume that you are indeed familiar with him? I am sorry to inform you that he’s been murdered, from what I understand. A message came from Chief Schultz of the Erzan Militiamen while your vessel was en route, indicating that local authorities were to detain you and return you to Lexin for questioning.” 
 
    William said nothing, unwilling to incriminate himself. 
 
    “Let me make this easy for you. Based on the information presented in the message your former Chief sent, it would seem that you murdered Marks as revenge for a case or cases which you were unable to solve. Is that so?” 
 
    “Of course not,” William answered honestly. “I’m a Militiman. I only kill in self-defense, or in defense of others.” 
 
    “Mr. Pearson, I’ve been doing this job long enough to know that any good executive is also an accomplished liar. You must be flexible with the truth in order to get the job done. It also means I am quite adept at detecting the deceptions of others, and you are not a very good liar.” 
 
    “That was not a lie.” 
 
    “Spare me,” she cut him off. “Whatever vendetta you had against Marks is no concern of mine, but the fact remains that he was a high-level executive for Minco, one of our biggest competitors. I could not care less about his fate, or whether you murdered him or not; it’s all the same to me. The information I possess about this, however, leaves me at a particular advantage where you are concerned. I hope that I won’t have occasion to make use of it. If the current pattern holds, I’ll probably be speaking with a new Chief Militiaman in a few months while your burning corpse is being extinguished by your fellows anyway. 
 
    “My primary concern is that you not become an obstacle to my work. The laws of Lexin are said to apply here, and as far as I am concerned, they do, up to the point where they conflict with Nytrolus’ priorities. Nytrolus’ priorities are my priorities, and that means they are your priorities, unless you’d like me to have you sent back to Lexin in chains,” she warned. “I can and will put you on the next ship, which will arrive in three months’ time. Don’t think I won’t have you locked up in your own station in the meantime, should you cross me. You are on my planet now and you will do things my way. Is that clear?” 
 
    “It’s clear,” he said, sinking back down onto the edge of the bed. He didn’t see that he had any choice other than to go along with her. 
 
    She smiled. “Good. Our relationship need not be adversarial, Mr. Pearson. In fact, Militiamen can be valuable assets to our operations. You should be aware that we’ve had instances of sabotage and other work disruptions that your predecessors have as yet been unable to thwart or resolve. I sincerely hope you will be able to succeed where they failed.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he promised, his throat dry and uncomfortable. 
 
    “See that you do. I’ve not told anyone else, not even your two Militiamen, about the message from Chief Schultz.” 
 
    “Messages from Lexin don’t go to the Militiamen?” 
 
    She looked at him evenly. “Not unless I say they do. Remember, this is a Nytrolus operation, and as far as you are concerned, I am the face of Nytrolus here. Nothing comes to this planet that doesn’t go through me first, and nothing leaves that I have not authorized. Our operations here are sensitive and critical to our future as a company, and as a planet, and I will not have them disrupted by propaganda, dissent, or distraction. Now, I must return to my duties at Nytrolus headquarters. If you need to reach me for some reason, you may ask Elizabeth for my contact information.” 
 
    She left his bedroom, calling back from the front doorway. “By the way, there are some boxes out here in the hallway. You should collect them before someone else decides to.” 
 
    The door closed behind her. Sighing, he flopped back onto the bed again. Well, this is a fine mess I’ve created. So much for coming here to clean the place up and make a difference. If I find out anyone at Nytrolus is up to no good, she’ll never let me touch them. She’ll have me sent back to Lexin in a heartbeat. He lay there for a long time, thinking about his predicament. If he went back to Lexin, incarceration, perhaps even execution, most likely awaited him there. Here, his activities would be monitored by Ava Rios, who didn’t seem like she would put up with surprises or initiative. 
 
    But the Sons of the Leaf are supposedly here, he remembered, and she would care about getting rid of them. Maybe I can get her to soften a little by taking them out. Not that the Chiefs before me had any luck. 
 
    Suddenly, he remembered the note that Cody Ramirez, the sedation tech, had given him back on the sleeper ship. He reached into his pocket, pulled out the piece of paper, unfolded it, and read: Hey, buddy! As you have no doubt guessed, I was able to fix the sleeper’s secondary engines. All is well. Just a word of advice: watch out for the Totality. Bob. 
 
    William raised an eyebrow. Totality? What the fuck is that? 
 
   
  
 

 11. New Kid in Town 
 
    After finally getting a good night’s rest, which wasn’t all that long since Trepsis’ nights were shorter than Lexin’s, William headed down to the station. Demeter was busy processing and releasing the previous night’s drunks, lecturing them with “Public intoxication is not tolerated on Trepsis,” as Officer Torres led the new Chief to his office. 
 
    It was much like the one where he’d met them the day before, albeit larger. She showed him how to log in to his terminal, which had a somewhat updated system compared to the one they used in Erzan. Navigating through the system, she showed him how to access their latest files: everyone arrested or held recently, and why. 
 
    “This will bring you up to speed on what we’ve been doing. Messier was no help at all, so Demeter and I had to enter everything ourselves. He was a mediocre militiaman, and not a very good boss either, even Demeter said so and he’s been at this at lot longer than I have,” she told him. “Basically, Demeter ran this place because Messier had no idea what he was doing.” 
 
    “What about the three Chiefs you had before me? The actual ones, not the interim ones,” William asked, his curiosity getting the better of him. 
 
    “I only knew Chief Haim,” she said with a shrug. “He was okay. He didn’t work us too hard, but he didn’t get a lot done either, and I know Nytrolus wasn’t very happy with him.” 
 
    “You mean Ava Rios wasn’t very happy with him,” William corrected. 
 
    Torres flinched. “I’m sorry about that, sir. She made me promise to call her as soon as you were here, and I would have told you but she instructed me not to. I don’t want you to think I’m not loyal. I am, I promise. I do good work, just ask Demeter. But I’ve not been at this job very long and I don’t understand all the politics yet. I just want to do a good job.” 
 
    William felt guilty. “Don’t worry about it. Just don’t go behind my back again, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m sorry about that, I really am,” she said apologetically. “She comes around here a lot, telling us what we should do: people she wants us to check up on, locations she wants scouted, things like that. She’s upset we haven’t done anything about the sabotage that’s been happening.” 
 
    William cocked his head with interest. “What have you done about that?” 
 
    “Not much,” she admitted. “We can’t find any evidence, other than the little leaf they leave behind each time. We dust for prints, look for anything else they might slip up and leave for us, but there’s nothing. They’re smart, whoever they are.” 
 
    “From what I read, they keep hitting the processing facility, correct? That’s out west, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Right,” she said, reaching over him to bring up a map on his terminal so she could point it out on the screen. “Right there. They call it Valles Sol. Nytrolus has been strip-mining that whole area since they got here. Ms. Rios said that’s where the richest veins are.” 
 
    William was mildly amused by the name. “They’re using Old Lexinian names for places they’re mining bare? That’s a bit cruel, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You’re probably right. As long as they don’t ask me to name anything, it’s all good!” 
 
    “If they asked me, I’d call it ‘Billion Credit Valley.’ At least that’d be honest,” William chuckled. “How much bauxite do they think they have over there?” 
 
    “More than a billion credits’ worth,” she smiled. “I don’t think we’ll be out of jobs anytime soon.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t, at least. This place seems to burn through Chiefs,” he commented, recalling Ava Rios’ threat. 
 
    She stood up, straightening her uniform. “For what it’s worth, sir, I already like you and I think we’ll get along fine. You seem like you care about this job, although, if I may say so, sir, you looked like an absolute disaster yesterday. Was the trip really that bad?” 
 
    He let out a laugh at that. “I don’t think the trip was that bad, so much as I was bad at handling it. I didn’t sleep well the night before and that really got to me. I got some great sleep last night, though, and I think things will be fine from here on out.” 
 
    “I hope so, sir,” she grinned. “Are you good here now? Is it okay if I go help Demeter? He starts to get cranky if he has to process all the drunks by himself. He’ll run out of patience any minute now, if he hasn’t already.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. Go help him out. Let me know if you need another pair of hands.” 
 
    “Will do, sir,” she said, heading out the door. 
 
    I wish we had more officers like her in Erzan, William lamented. I’ve had it with cynics. Guess I’ll have to spend more time talking with Demeter so I can get a good read on him, too; he seems like such a no-nonsense, by-the-book type. Here’s hoping we’ll at least have that in common and be able to build a relationship on it. 
 
    Left alone, William checked through the system to see if any interesting reports had been entered recently. It was exactly as Torres had indicated: Messier was a lax supervisor, leaving it to Demeter to do most of the paperwork. The activities of the Sons of the Leaf were noted on many occasions, as well as the Militiamen’s lack of evidence in terms of who the Sons were and what they ultimately intended to accomplish other than a general disruption of Nytrolus’ activities on Trepsis. In the end, there was nothing there that he didn’t already know, so he decided to see what was going on with Demeter and Torres in the detention area. He found Torres making prisoners breathe into alcohol testing devices. 
 
    “Would they really still be drunk after spending a night in here?” William asked. 
 
    Torres looked at him in surprise. “Sorry, sir. I thought you’d be busy with those reports for a while.” 
 
    “Nah, it’s all stuff I already knew. I’ll read it in detail later, but it doesn’t look like anything shocking,” he told her. “Where do people get alcohol here, anyway? Lexin doesn’t ship it, right?” 
 
    “No, sir. There are some plants that grow near the settlement that people have discovered how to ferment and turn into alcohol. It’s nasty stuff; they say too much will make you go blind. It’s also slow to metabolize, so it’s possible to be drunk for a few days because of it.” 
 
    He glanced at the bearded man currently being tested, his hands cuffed behind his back. “Does going blind sound like fun to you?” 
 
    The man took his mouth off the device and glared at William. “There’s not much else to do in this shithole. I go to work for Nytrolus seven days a week, and on my day off I like to have a little to drink, and yeah, sometimes I might drink too much and go wandering around outside, but I never hurt nobody. Your stiffs pick me up and throw me in here, telling me I have to sober up before they’ll let me go, and that takes two or three days, the food in here is terrible, and you’re going to use up all my time off from Nytrolus so they’re going to fire me. What am I going to do then?” 
 
    William folded his arms, unmoved by the man’s diatribe. “Stop drinking, one would hope. If you don’t want to lose your job, stay away from the stuff. This isn’t our fault, it’s yours. Remember that.” 
 
    Demeter looked up from writing up all the test results. “That’s Harvey Wilkins. He is our guest two or three times a week, and that’s been the case for the last two months. I have done my best to dissuade him from excessively imbibing. The fines for public intoxication increase with each subsequent offense and before long each incident will consume his entire paycheck from Nytrolus. He does not appear to consider the consequences of his actions.” 
 
    “I know that feeling,” William sighed, then leaned down and whispered, “Go ahead and let him go in an hour or two. No fine this time. Just tell him it’s his last chance to make it right.” 
 
    Demeter cocked an eyebrow. “Sir, the law is quite clear on incidents like this.” 
 
    “Are you refusing my orders, Officer Demeter?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Great,” William said, looking at both of his officers. “Is everyone in here for public intox?” 
 
    “Most of them,” Torres answered, not meeting his gaze as she was busy testing someone else. 
 
    “Obviously, we need to figure out who is making this stuff. Does it have a name?” 
 
    Harvey Wilkins, now back in his cell, called out: “Big Sister. Everyone calls it Big Sister. She takes care of you when you’re feeling low.” 
 
    “I expect you to take care of yourself from now on,” William said. 
 
    The next few days were spent learning the particulars of his new job, which turned out to be easier than he expected. Torres required little guidance, and Demeter even less; they both knew their jobs and performed them well. Responding to the calls that came in each day took up most of their time: petty thefts, assaults, domestic violence, public drunkenness, that sort of thing. With almost a thousand people now in the Trepsis settlement, and over two hundred of them new arrivals, there were enough disruptions to keep the Militiamen busy. Even William found himself going on calls sometimes, breaking up fights, calming down tense situations, taking reports after thefts and vandalism. No murders or rapes had been reported in a while, and he wasn’t sure if that was necessarily a good thing. 
 
    Trepsis is a small colony. If someone wrongs you badly enough, you may not want to say anything because where are you going to go? There aren’t any shelters here for people who need to escape from abusive situations. We could probably set aside some room in the station for that, but that’s hardly ideal. I should talk to Ava Rios about setting up something more suitable, he considered. 
 
    Every day, he saw possible ways to improve the colony in terms of law enforcement and jurisprudence. As Chief Militiaman, and in the absence of a magistrate or judge, it fell upon William to mete out punishments and determine sentences. This was not unusual; Militiamen in Erzan often gave out fines and decided how long to hold people for specific charges while they awaited a full hearing. The crimes on Trepsis were relatively minor, nothing significant enough to require years or even life in prison, much less execution. On the other hand, the three dead Chiefs before him would carry death sentences for their killers, if only William could discover who they were. 
 
    It’s strange, he observed, This place doesn’t seem that bad, not even as bad as Redwater, but Chief Militiamen have been dropping like flies here. That must be why Messier was in such a hurry to leave, and I can tell the day is going to come when we’ll need to be in four places at once and someone’s just going to have to do without because we’re shorthanded. I could always look at our budget and see if we have enough to hire someone straight up. Maybe I could deputize someone, which would help until we can get another genuine militiaman here, assuming Lexin would send one. Shit, what if they won’t? What if they’ll stand firm about me being sent back, and refuse to send any resources until I am? 
 
    William went back and forth on the idea. The security of Trepsis easily trumped his own desires, and if he had to go back to Lexin to face the consequences of his actions just so Trepsis could have proper law enforcement, that was an easy choice. Until then, though, I’m just going to do the best I can with what I have. 
 
    One thing he didn’t anticipate was how tired he would be at the end of each day. It wasn’t that the job was more physically strenuous than he was used to, but rather Trepsis’ slightly higher gravity, which wasn’t noticeable in the normal course of moving around, simply tired him out faster. The shorter days on Trepsis didn’t help either. Torres assured him that he would adjust to it, and he hoped she was right. On Lexin he could run up multiple flights of stairs without difficulty, but here he got winded just running up the single flight of stairs to his apartment. On one occasion, he and Demeter were called upon to break up a fight, and when they arrived one of the combatants fled on foot, forcing them to give chase. Demeter sprinted like he’d been born for it, quickly leaving William behind, and by the time he caught up to them, Demeter had tackled the suspect to the ground. 
 
    Demeter informed him afterward that Nytrolus headquarters was equipped with numerous types of strength and endurance training equipment, which Ms. Rios left at their disposal, and William soon found himself spending a lot of his time in the gym. Back in the Militamen’s gym in Erzan, he had been a rare sight since the job itself kept him in good physical condition. True, there were periods when he was rather complacent about his stamina and endurance, but overall he kept himself in reasonable shape. Reasonable shape, however, was not sufficient for this place and he needed an extra edge. He wore his legs out regularly on the recumbent stationary bike, turning up the tension to a high level and going home with quadriceps, calves, and hamstrings aching with satisfaction. Within a couple of weeks, he was nearly able to keep up with Demeter, sometimes challenging him to races down the main street of the colony, which drew stares from the colonists going about their business. He was just glad to be making progress. 
 
    Before long, he felt that he had Trepsis well in hand, even without additional help. Although it varied from week to week, he arranged the shifts so that each of them would work eleven hours at a stretch, half of the day, with at least two officers available during the peak times of the afternoon and evening, and one of them on duty during the night. Some days he saw Demeter, some days he saw Torres, occasionally he saw both in one day. The two of them frequently volunteered to take the night shifts, seemingly unwilling to let William do it himself, until this night when he forced the issue. 
 
    “Just because I’m the Chief doesn’t mean I’m too good to take a late shift,” he’d lectured them from behind his desk. “I’ve got this one.” 
 
    Demeter and Torres had reluctantly accepted his decision, heading home for the night. Torres was on standby, though William hoped he wouldn’t need her for anything. So far, other than two calls that had him dragging in drunks for stumbling around in public, the night had been uneventful, which left him with far too much time to dwell on his own thoughts. Blank reports sat in front of him for the night’s arrests, and he had his pen in hand ready to fill them out, yet somehow he couldn’t will himself to complete the boxes. 
 
    His mind wandered elsewhere, to Lexin and Erzan, to Linda, to Schultz and Steve, to Fritz, to Nesto Marks, to Rainbow and Bella, to Ava Rios. He knew Rios couldn’t have said anything to Torres or Demeter about Marks or the fact that he was wanted back on Lexin; he couldn’t imagine they would treat him with any respect if they knew. Demeter would probably arrest me on the spot, duty-bound as he is. Not that I could blame him, he admitted. 
 
    He found himself close to dozing off, his eyes drooping shut and his thoughts scattered and random. Something jerked him awake, and at first he thought it was that jolt he felt most nights, the inexplicable shock that rudely threw him into wakefulness right at the boundary of slumber. With his blood pounding in his ears, he realized that he also felt a different kind of vibration: the building, the very ground, was shaking. 
 
    Within seconds, his phone rang. “Chief Pearson,” he answered. 
 
    “Pearson! There’s been an explosion at Valles Sol,” Ava Rios informed him. “I’m on my way to Nytrolus headquarters, and I want you to meet me there. We will proceed together to the scene.” 
 
    “Be right there,” he said. “I just need to call in the standby officer.” 
 
    “Do it, and hurry.” 
 
   
  
 

 12. Rock and Roll 
 
    William double-timed it from the Militiamen station down to Nytrolus headquarters, passing Torres along the way. 
 
    “Just go keep an eye on things!” he ordered as he ran past, and she nodded in response. 
 
    He found Rios pacing in front of the Nytrolus building, wearing a purple track suit, her hair down, and a frazzled look on her face. As soon as she saw him, she motioned for him to follow and headed around to the right of the building toward a small structure in the back. She led him inside and turned on a light to reveal a transport vehicle. Thus far, he had not seen any vehicles at all on Trepsis, and he assumed it was because they were too expensive to ship and too impractical to build here, but in front of him was a fully functional, if crude, car. 
 
    The chassis was a simple arrangement of metal piping which housed the wheels, covered the transaxle, and supported the engine and seats. The engine was in the rear, exposed and large enough that William figured this little car could go rather fast if it needed to. The seats were essentially folding chairs with thin cushions covering them, and the one on the left had a steering column rising up in front of it, with a spoked wheel for directional control. Levers and pedals controlled other aspects of the vehicle’s operation, and since they weren’t exactly set up in a familiar way, he hoped Rios was not expecting him to drive it. 
 
    “Get in,” she ordered, taking the driver’s seat and alleviating his concern. 
 
    Without further discussion, she started the engine and opened the garage door behind them, exiting onto the road. There were no restraints to speak of on this contraption, so William held onto the sides of his chair and hoped it was securely welded to the frame as Rios turned them down the main street, heading out past the edge of the settlement into the darkness. A single light mounted in the center, above and behind their seats, shone down on the path before them. It wasn’t nearly the same as having actual streetlamps to light the way, and William feared that they might come across some kind of large rock or deep hole at any moment, hit it, flip the vehicle, and find themselves smeared all over the Trepsin soil. The road was unpaved but cleared of foliage and mechanically flattened, which made for a bumpy ride, but not one that turned fatal before they finally arrived at the Valles Sol facility. 
 
    Flames rose from the mining facility, nearly blinding with their brilliance, and even from fifty meters away they could feel the heat. Smoke billowed forth, and it was hard to discern what was burning, although William assumed it must be mining equipment, fuel tanks, and chemicals; anything that was flammable had ignited or was about to. Based on the scene before him, destruction stretching across a vast area almost as far as he could see, he knew that finding the cause of the initial explosion was not going to be easy. The only visible structure rising among the flames was the processing facility, which was also engulfed; tendrils of flame and sparks shot into the night sky as machinery and chemicals within met their end. 
 
    Rios stared at the flaming wreck that had been the center of their mining operation. “Find out who did this,” she said quietly. “I don’t care what it takes. Bring them to me alive, or full of bullets, or beaten bloody; I don’t care, but you bring them to me.” 
 
    The smell of burning chemicals and falling ash filled his nostrils as he took a deep breath, finding it oddly comforting and reminiscent of Erzan. “I’ll get whoever’s responsible, Ms. Rios. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    The inadequate infrastructure on Trepsis made the entire ordeal much more complicated than necessary. Nytrolus was equipped with trained firefighting staff, but without adequate sustained water pressure in the settlement’s public plumbing, throwing water at the situation was fruitless. After hours of hurling basins full of water at the edge of the flames, no progress was made. As the night gave way to daylight, the fire finally ran out of fuel and began to die out. 
 
    When nothing remained but smoldering ruins, the two of them surveyed the wreckage: massive strip-mining machines were now twisted into black gargoyles, chemical tanks had exploded into great metal flowers, and the site was littered with charred bodies amid the ruined equipment. The processing facility, while still standing, was almost completely gutted. By this time, the day’s first shift of Nytrolus employees began to arrive. Without their normal duties to attend to, Rios ordered them to begin gathering and sorting through the wreckage. After dispatching numerous teams to get into hazardous materials suits and collect the debris, she returned to William, fatigue evident in her eyes. 
 
    “This should help us get started. Now, I need some sleep. I suppose you didn’t get much sleep, yourself?” 
 
    William shook his head. “I was working the night shift at the station. I’m guessing you were pulled out of bed?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t normally dress this way in public,” she replied, heading back to the car. “Do you need a ride home?” 
 
    William got the distinct impression that she only asked because it was the polite thing to do, but he wasn’t going to turn down the offer. “I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    Little was said as she drove him back to his apartment. He knew he had a lot of work laid before him, and already he could feel the pressure of it. She’s going to expect results, and quickly. Given how thorough the destruction was, my first suspicion would be an inside job; maybe someone working for Nytrolus, someone who knows the facility all the way around. The previous incidents of sabotage back this up, too. I’d all but guarantee the Sons of the Leaf are behind it, and they’re just getting bolder. They might think it’ll send Nytrolus packing. 
 
    Lost in thought, he didn’t realize they had arrived at his building until Rios announced impatiently, “We’re here.” 
 
    “Thanks for the ride,” he said with a yawn. 
 
    She nodded and drove off, heading back for Nytrolus headquarters. William figured he could sleep for a few hours and then go in for the afternoon and evening shift. He called the station and let Demeter know when he’d be there, promising to tell them all about the explosion at Valles Sol when he got in later. Falling immediately asleep as soon as he sank into his pillows, his dreams were haunted by smoke and flames and carnage, burning bodies coming to life, shrieking at him with accusation, only it wasn’t the dead from Valles Sol, it was the jewel thief back on Erzan, the man who had become a rolling ball of fire. He woke up sweating even though it wasn’t that warm in his apartment. 
 
    The note from Bob sat on his nightstand. Watch out for the Totality, he read again, wondering what that referred to. He had yet to figure out what it meant. 
 
    He tossed and turned for the last few hours, until at last the alarm on his nightstand went off. After a disappointingly cold shower, he dressed and headed over to the station to find Demeter seated at his terminal, looking over photos from Valles Sol. 
 
    He glanced up when he saw William. “This is a disaster.” 
 
    “I know,” William agreed, stepping into his subordinate’s office. “I was here when it happened. The place started shaking, then Ava Rios called me and drove me over there. It’s an even worse mess in person. I don’t suppose a final body count has come in?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” Demeter sighed. “Fifteen corpses, intact or partial, collected so far. The night crew was devastated. Information I’ve obtained from Nytrolus indicates there were twenty personnel on-site at the time of the explosion. The other five are unaccounted for.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s possible that one or more of those unaccounted for personnel might be our perpetrators?” 
 
    “That would be my initial suspicion, however the Sons of the Leaf have been careful in their activities thus far. If they did have an inside man, it would be foolish and obvious to have that person be on-shift at the time of the explosion, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Unless their collaborator was killed in the explosion. What if he or she didn’t even know what they were planning, and just gave them access?” William considered thoughtfully. 
 
    Demeter raised an eyebrow. “That’s a possibility.” 
 
    “Go over the list of everyone clocked in for their shifts last night. See what we have on each of them,” William ordered. “I’m going to talk to Ms. Rios and see if she has any more information for us yet.” 
 
    Leaving Demeter’s office, he went into his own. Stacked on his desk was a pile of paperwork with a note stuck on top of them from Torres that read: I wrote up last night’s arrests and everything unrelated to the Nytrolus explosion. He moved the pile aside and called Nytrolus headquarters, asking to be transferred to Ava Rios. Moments later, he heard her voice on the phone. 
 
    “Chief Pearson? How can I help you?” 
 
    “I want to help you, actually,” he replied. “Do you have any more information about the Valles Sol incident yet?” 
 
    “I’m putting together everything we have: personnel files, maintenance records, security data. No one could have done this without the help, willing or not, of one or more Nytrolus employees. I want you to root them out, quietly.” 
 
    “We were thinking the same thing over here. What say you come by later this evening with the personnel records you have and we’ll start going over them? I know it’ll be a tedious slog, but I don’t see what choice we have; finding out who was inside the facility is going to be essential for blowing this case open. Either the Sons of the Leaf got help from your people, or the Sons of the Leaf are your people.” 
 
    She didn’t care for that accusation. “We carefully vet all our employees, Mr. Pearson. Perhaps one or two highly determined liars may have made it past our screening process, but I am offended by the suggestion that we enabled a sizable conspiracy to destroy our facility through negligence or malice.” 
 
    “Sorry, that wasn’t what I meant to imply,” he said sincerely. “Clearly, there’s an inside element to this and I just want to track it down. I’m sure your company did everything they could to make sure you hired only the most qualified and loyal employees.” 
 
    “Mr. Pearson, I realize you are new to both this position and this planet, and with that in mind let me make it simple for you. Nytrolus’ image must not be tarnished by this investigation. Whether we discover one or more Nytrolus employees were involved or not, there shall be no talk of it via any public channels. As far as anyone here—or on Lexin—is concerned, this is the work of Sons of the Leaf terrorists, and said terrorists were not in the employ of Nytrolus,” she said firmly. “Should you make any public statements to the contrary, or even communicate such sentiments back to Lexin, not only shall I swiftly and harshly denounce them, I will ensure you are put on the next transport out of here, willingly or not.” 
 
    “You don’t have to threaten me—” 
 
    “On the contrary, it seems I do!” she corrected. “You have no appreciation for the delicacy of such matters. Do you realize how hard Nytrolus had to fight to get this contract? You may believe the mining corporations own and control Lexin, but you fail to understand how cut-throat our business is. Should Minco or Day-Vern catch the slightest whiff of our weakness or incompetence, they will petition the Lexinian Authority to revoke our contract and send another company in our place. This incident could cost us everything unless we handle it properly. If anyone in a position of authority must take the fall for this, it will not be Nytrolus. It will more likely be the Militiamen, which means you, Mr. Pearson. If a head must roll to placate the authorities back on Lexin and I am forced to choose between mine or yours, it is no choice at all.” 
 
    William despised lectures about “how things work.” He’d hated them from Schultz and he hated them equally from Rios, but given recent events and the leverage she had over him, he understood implicitly to keep his big mouth shut. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” he responded quietly. 
 
    “I’m glad we understand each other,” she said. “I will arrive at 19:00 tonight with the files and we can begin our analysis. Remember, this is your top priority. You have two other Militiamen to handle the day-to-day tasks, leave them to it. I want you personally managing this case. It is your only duty until further notice.” 
 
    I get the point, he thought, but knew enough not to say it aloud. Working with her is promising to be so much fun. 
 
   
  
 

 13. Inside Out 
 
    Ava Rios showed up with two young interns in tow, laden with boxes of printed and handwritten forms: employment applications, background checks, maintenance reports, security write-ups, performance evaluations, salary details, and just about anything else William might want to know about the employees of Nytrolus on Trepsis. They marched into William’s office and deposited the boxes on the floor around his desk. 
 
    Rios stopped just inside the doorway, her hands on her hips, and said to him sternly, “I don’t think I have to tell you that this information must be treated with the utmost discretion and confidentiality.” 
 
    “Of course,” William said, rolling his eyes. “I’ll get started looking through these immediately.” 
 
    “You mean we will get started,” she corrected, pulling up a chair on the other side of his desk and bringing it around next to his. Taking the lid off the nearest box, she dug into it and dropped a pile of documents on top of his desk. “This is everyone we hired to work here. Shall I split it in half?” 
 
    “That’s fine,” William replied, a bit daunted by the height of the stack but eager to get into it. 
 
    She divided the pile in two and shoved the bottom portion toward William, setting herself up to work near the edge of his desk so he had some room. Licking her finger, she began flipping through the documents at a far faster pace than William expected. Then again, she knows these people better than I do. She must be able to filter people out quickly, though I wonder if it is a good idea to filter anyone out just yet. She might think some of her employees are beyond reproach, but she could easily be wrong. I’ll just check through her pile later when she’s not around to make sure for myself, he decided. 
 
    William worked through his own stack, reading through one dull application after another. There were hundreds of them. Finding one application for an employee who came from Greymountain, he held it up and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Is it okay if I mark these up?” he asked. “I’d like to circle pieces of information for anyone I have suspicions about or reason to investigate further.” 
 
    She shrugged. “These are copies. Do what you wish.” 
 
    He picked up a red pen and circled “Greymountain,” aware that the Sons of the Leaf originated in that area, setting that application aside. If the employee came from around the Endless Wood on Lexin, then he put their paperwork in another separate pile for more detailed review later. Since he didn’t really have any other discriminating criteria, he figured geography would be as good a place to start as any other. Asset and liability disclosures were attached to some of the applications. 
 
    “Is there a reason why some of these have financial disclosures and some don’t?” he inquired. 
 
    “It depends on whether they were flagged by our automated screening system,” she answered without looking up. “Too much debt or too much wealth and we sent them back for further review.” 
 
    “Too much wealth?” 
 
    “One can never be too careful with these matters,” she said. “Our competitors are not above sending their own managers and executives undercover to work for us and steal our secrets. They’ve also been known to give money to those suffering financial hardships in order to have them spy for us. We pay attention to anyone who may be too malleable... or not malleable enough.” 
 
    “And yet you still hired them?” 
 
    She nodded, pointing toward the form in his hand with her pen. “The ones you have were fully vetted. We wouldn’t reject someone solely for being indebted. In fact, we find them to be more loyal employees, as they genuinely need the income. “It’s a shame we’ll have to furlough so many of them because of this debacle.” 
 
    “How is that going to work, anyway?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to lay people off, right? With no mine to work, there’s no need for miners. What is going to happen to those people? Who’s going to take care of them? In Erzan you would at least get support payments; what about here?” 
 
    “Nytrolus isn’t a charity, Mr. Pearson,” she answered. “The Lexinian Authority is responsible for maintaining order here, and if they wish to offer credits to idled employees to help them survive during this crisis, that would be up to them. I guarantee you it will not come out of Nytrolus coffers.” 
 
    “Not even if things get so desperate that they’re rioting?” 
 
    “If they riot, then it would become your problem, not ours.” 
 
    She has a point, he realized. He dropped the subject when the name at the top of the next form caught his attention: Charles Ignat. Thinking hard, he tapped his pen against his temple, then it hit him: Ignat was one of the Sons of the Leaf caught and executed back on Lexin, but it wasn’t this Ignat, it was... Paul? Paul Ignat. That sounds right. A quick check on his terminal confirmed that fact. Both Paul Ignat and Charles Ignat came from the city of Bright Orange, near the Endless Wood. Paul had been convicted and executed for bombing mining operations at Breakneck Ravine. William circled the man’s name and city and put the form in the pile designated for later review. 
 
    Their work stretched late into the night. Rios yawned, covering her mouth, and looked over at him. “Are you thirsty? Need something to drink?” 
 
    He hadn’t noticed the parched state of his throat until that moment. “Sure.” 
 
    She picked up their long empty cups from the desk and disappeared. She was gone rather longer than he would have expected, and when she finally returned over twenty minutes had elapsed. 
 
    Handing him a cup with steam wafting from the top, she warned, “Careful, it’s hot.” 
 
    Gingerly, he took the cup from her hand and set it down on the desk, wrapping his hands around it to warm them. It was filled with something brown flecked with dark spots. He looked at her curiously. 
 
    She smiled, and explained: “You may have read that many plants we grow on Lexin won’t take root on Trepsis due to the different soil composition, which includes coffee beans and tea leaves, unfortunately. This little plant came to the attention of one of our chemists, and after analysis it was found to contain a mild stimulant similar to caffeine. He determined it was both effective and safe for consumption, and suffice it to say, we’ve been using it over at headquarters ever since. Give it a try.” 
 
    Apprehensive, he picked up the cup and brought it to his lips, taking a tentative sip. The liquid slid over his tongue with the consistency of water, and its bitterness was overwhelming. He scrunched up his face. “I never liked black coffee, and I think I like this even less.” 
 
    “It will keep you awake, I can guarantee that.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have any honey for this, would you?” 
 
    She shook her head and smiled. “I’m afraid not. Bees don’t like it here, either.” 
 
    Gamely, he took another sip and the taste somehow was not quite so bad this time. “Thanks,” he finally said, tipping his cup toward her. 
 
    She returned the gesture and they both got back to work. By sunrise, they had just barely made it through their respective piles, and at that point they agreed it would be wise to take a break for the time being. The hot, bitter drink kept them going for a while, but exhaustion was quickly overtaking them both. 
 
    “Let’s pick this up again this evening,” William suggested. “Go home, get some sleep, come back later and start going through our priority piles.” 
 
    “Love to,” she yawned, stretching like a lazy cat. “Unfortunately, I have to put in at least a few hours at headquarters. If I don’t keep an eye on my subordinates, they never get any work done.” 
 
    “You can’t delegate to the interns for a day?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t trust them to put their shoes on the right feet. You saw them carrying boxes here. That is essentially the extent to which I’m willing to employ them.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” William said, rising from his chair to rearrange the piles he’d made. 
 
    Rios did the same, and both dumped their discarded piles into an empty box. 
 
    “Let’s not get rid of any of those,” he suggested. “If we run out of leads, we may have to sort through them again.” 
 
    “It may be a long time before we even have leads, much less run out,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “We’ve only just started,” he tried to reassure her. “And we made good progress last night. I know this all must seem really tedious and dull, but this is how we catch the bad guys. We figure out who doesn’t belong, who doesn’t fit the profile of a good Nytrolus employee, then we talk to them, see if they act strangely or offer up any information that doesn’t check out.” 
 
    “I know how it works,” she snapped, pushing her chair back from the desk and heading out the door. “I’ll be back later this evening.” 
 
    Seeing his opportunity, William went to one of the other boxes where he was sure he had seen a file sitting on top marked “KILLED AT VALLES SOL.” Retrieving it, he tucked it under his arm and left the station, checking in with Torres on the way out. 
 
    Rios may not think the dead will have anything to tell me, but I’ve been in this business long enough to know things are never that simple. Maybe there will be a clue, maybe there won’t. Even the absence of clues will tell me something, he knew. 
 
   
  
 

 14. Vision 
 
    Devon Engels rubbed the sleep from his eyes on that chilly morning of January 28th, 2078. The warmth of the bed reminded him that he was not alone: his wife, Meghan, slept next to him, her back toward him. He sat up on the edge of the bed, yawning, and as usual the temperature of their apartment made him want to crawl right back into bed. Sighing, he reached for the t-shirt he’d tossed onto the floor the night before, pulling it over his head, a slight whiff of the perfume Meghan had worn yesterday tickling his nostrils and coaxing a smile from him. 
 
    That was a good night, he recalled, careful to avoid dwelling on it too much in order to avoid being late for work. He couldn’t afford to be late today, so he headed straight for a hot shower. 
 
    The new firmware revision would not finish itself, and after cutting his development team down to a skeleton crew of just himself and Saunders, he couldn’t imagine the company figured they were going to make deadline on the project. 
 
    They’ll probably make me sit at a desk and pretend to be busy, because that’s what they want to see, he thought with irritation, scrubbing himself all over with forest-scented body wash. I’ll just spend my time working on all the things I never get around to; I must have items in my queue that are two years old, and while I’m sure finishing them now won’t make a difference to anyone, slimming down my queue will show I’m getting work done. That might lead to Arnold sending me more work to do—something less crappy, and more interesting, than this firmware revision. 
 
    Opting not to wash his hair this time since it only dried out his scalp if he did every day, he exited the shower, quickly drying off with a big burgundy towel and dressing in his standard style: dark blue or gray slacks with a polo shirt. Sometimes the shirt had stripes, sometimes it was a solid color, but the outfit was always completed with black socks and polished black shoes. He made himself some coffee and downed it while checking out the headlines and the sports scores on his wall. The Super Bowl was coming up on Sunday, and he had a party planned for that, even though he didn’t much care for the contenders this year. The Oklahoma City Saints just got lucky this season and everyone hated the Tallahassee Breakers. In truth, it was an excuse for he and Meg to get their friends together, eat too much food and drink too much beer. 
 
    The clock on the coffee machine read 7:41 AM. On a good day, he was in the office by 8:30, but after a glance out the kitchen window it seemed that was unlikely today given the fresh snow covering the apartment complex courtyard. Equipped with shoes, heavy coat, and winter gloves, he ventured outside and was halfway to his car before he realized he’d forgotten the shovel. Grumbling, he went back inside, tracking in some snow which he knew Meg would be annoyed with him about later, grabbed the shovel and trudged back out into the parking lot. A snowplow had “helpfully” piled snow around his car on two sides, making that much more work for him. Finally free of nature’s encumbrances about fifteen minutes later, he returned the shovel and retrieved his briefcase from their apartment, tossing it onto the passenger seat as he started up the car. 
 
    “Good morning, Devon,” the on-board computer chirped. 
 
    He said nothing, since talking to computers when you didn’t want them to actually do something for you was asinine in his opinion. He pulled off his wet gloves, holding up his cold, red hands to the car’s heating vents, even though they were still blowing out cold air. 
 
    “Computer, put in a route for SINAI Systems in Chicago.” 
 
    After a few moments, the car’s computer replied: “Route entered. You will be notified when autodrive may be activated.” 
 
    The wheels occasionally spun as they hit pockets of ice buried beneath the snow, and he grumbled and grunted every time the steering wheel jerked unexpectedly as the traction control system attempted to keep his course steady. It took longer than usual to make it through the parking lot thanks to all the irregular piles of snow and the shoddy plow job, but soon he was on the road and the green light on the dashboard illuminated telling him autodrive was ready to engage. He pushed the appropriate button, allowing the car to take control of itself. 
 
    He hadn’t thought to bring a book or anything to entertain himself, and flipping through radio stations, he found that he hated everything that came on. Sighing, he settled for watching out the window as the city drew closer and closer. The other autodrive vehicles on the road remained situated uniformly around him at all times, giving the peculiar illusion that it was the skyline approaching him and not the other way around. 
 
    He wasn’t entirely sure what happened next. One of the vehicles up ahead turned abruptly, which should not have occurred while in autodrive on a straightaway with dozens of other cars around, yet that seemed to be what happened and the other cars around it couldn’t compensate in time. They all engaged their brakes, applying precisely as much pressure as they could without causing traumatic injuries to their occupants, but that wasn’t sufficient for those too close to stop in time, and the salted highway was still slick with water. Devon’s car did what it was programmed to do when a serious collision was imminent: it inflated airbags all around the driver, blocking everything from his view. 
 
    Though it was unlikely that he could have made out what happened in the first place, he regretted being unable to see what was going on around him. The vertigo told him there was at least one flip, and probably some spinning and sliding, and indeed the damage report would reveal exactly that, but he couldn’t help feeling some measure of annoyance at having survived a rather impressive accident but been denied the full visual experience. 
 
    This, of course, was how he viewed it in retrospect. In the moments leading up to impact and the seconds following it, his thoughts consisted only of: Shit shit shit shit shit shit shit shit... 
 
    *** 
 
    William sprang out of bed, fully alert, his heart pounding. Several moments passed before he realized where he was. His apartment on Trepsis soon regained its familiarity, and the dream that had been a complete picture when he first awakened rapidly deteriorated into disparate fragments of detail: the car, the approaching city skyline, the impact, and the name. Devon Engels. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon, almost time for him to head back to the station. He showered and dressed, grabbing one of the dehydrated meal rations from the cabinet which had been left behind by Messier or one of the earlier Chiefs. There were enough of those stocked to last him for months, and since he’d been too busy and too tired to look elsewhere for food, the ration packs filled the gap. Retrieving the folder he’d snatched the night before, he headed out into the crisp air of the day, squinting in the sunlight. 
 
    Within a few minutes, he was back in his office that had become a dumping ground for Nytrolus’ files. He set the folder on his desk, picking up where he’d left off the night before: out of the twenty employees clocked in at the Valles Sol facility when it exploded, there were four plausible suspects. He wasn’t sure how to approach the subject with Rios, but he knew he had to or the investigation would stop dead in its tracks and he would pay the price for the lack of results. 
 
    If I have to do this whole thing alone, I will, he told himself. The prospect of simply ignoring Rios or pushing her out of his way didn’t appeal to him very much, but if he had no choice, he resolved to do what was necessary. 
 
    The first of his suspects was Paolo Waya, one of the systems engineers. Born and raised in one of the suburbs of Trent, he’d joined Nytrolus several years ago to work on their electrical and computer systems. What interested William about him was the fact that Waya, while attending the University of Trent, had participated in protests against Day-Vern. At the time, Day-Vern was attempting to pursue nickel mining operations very close to the area where he’d grown up. Students Against Day-Vern collected a good hundred members or so, and the news reports William dug up on Trepsis’ local CROPII instance indicated that two of their protests turned violent. No one was killed, but dozens had been arrested for clashing with police, Waya among them. All were forced to pay hefty fines for disrupting legitimate mining activities, a hardship which forced Waya to leave school for a year in order to work and pay it off. This delayed his graduation, but he still returned to complete his degree, and Nytrolus hired him shortly after. 
 
    Maybe they didn’t care that he’d messed with Day-Vern’s operations, William considered, Or maybe they interviewed him about that, and he assured them that part of his life was behind him. It’s not like he’s had any issues with this since. Waya’s interview transcripts were on file, however, and there was nothing about his SADV activities mentioned, so he remained a suspect even though in all likelihood he was dead. 
 
    The information gathered thus far indicated that the pressure chambers were directly involved in the explosions that destroyed the facility, and if it was not triggered via software then William reasoned it was possible that someone had done it physically. His second suspect was Liane Renaldi, an ore processing technician who, according to the records available, was the only person assigned to directly monitor the pressure chambers and ensure they did not run out of control. Initially, he didn’t believe there would be much to link her to the explosion itself: her upbringing was unassuming enough, having grown up in Stillstown with an evidently uninteresting family, and no particular hobbies other than a passing interest in chemistry and physics. She dropped out of the Erzan Institute of Technology’s Chemical Engineering program after two semesters with no particular cause indicated, although her Nytrolus personnel file shed some light on the matter. There were numerous personal incident reports documenting “aggressive” behavior; it seemed Renaldi had a habit of getting into verbal, and sometimes physical, altercations with her coworkers. According to the file, she was on her final warning before termination. 
 
    His third possibility was Andrew Macomb, the night shift supervisor. While his title sounded impressive, once William dug down into the man’s job description and responsibilities he noticed it was not actually a very important job; for all intents and purposes, Macomb was essentially a glorified babysitter. Nytrolus needed someone with a managerial or supervisory title on the premises at all times, and Macomb happened to be the person they had promoted to that position. He held a degree in Business Management from a school William had never heard of, and he had worked for each of Minco, Day-Vern, and Nytrolus. While at Minco, Macomb held the title of “development analyst,” which had to do with looking over geological reports to determine which areas were likely to be the most profitable for mining. Interestingly, he had recommended establishing a copper mine at Breakneck Ravine, and two months after he left Minco to work for Day-Vern, the Sons of the Leaf nearly destroyed that mine. As an isolated incident, William could have chalked it up to corporate espionage: the man might have been feeding enough information to his new employers for them to damage Minco’s operations at the Ravine, and such inter-company warfare wasn’t unheard of on Lexin, but that wasn’t all. There was the explosion at Orange Cliffs which found Andrew Macomb in a position to know details about mining operations in the area, and occurred mere months after he’d left Day-Vern to take a new position with Nytrolus. 
 
    Unless he’s making a career out of getting paid by his new bosses to sabotage his old ones, something very strange is going on here, William thought. 
 
    The personnel file also showed that Macomb had asked to be transferred to Trepsis three times and Nytrolus refused his requests, so he had threatened to leave. Finally they relented, but only if he took this lower-paying position that anyone with a pulse could fill. 
 
    I wonder if he’s got some dirt on them. Otherwise, why keep him? Just let him leave. Or maybe they knew about the role he played in the attacks on Minco and Day-Vern and wanted to keep the same thing from happening to them. If so, looks like they failed. 
 
    What didn’t add up for William was Macomb’s death: if he was a terrorist working for the Sons of the Leaf, and he was involved in the incidents at Breakneck Ravine and Orange Cliffs, then killing himself to destroy Valles Sol didn’t fit his modus operandi. 
 
    Finally, his fourth candidate was Tyler Oates. Oates came from Greenside, at the base of Greymountain, and his Nytrolus personnel file had statements on record of him expressing sympathy toward the Sons of the Leaf after the explosion at Greymountain. He had been reprimanded for his comments and, by all accounts, had stayed out of trouble since. Not much else about his background stood out; he was neither highly educated nor particularly smart, having made his way through a technical training school in Greenside which had been paid for by a program to help disadvantaged youth. His family was impoverished, and Oates’ position as an ore inspector was unlikely to ever make him wealthy, or even well-off. Records showed he lived in the apartment building with the smallest units on Trepsis, and although William hadn’t seen them firsthand, from the description he envisioned them as maybe a little bigger than a typical prison cell in Erzan. 
 
    It’s possible his family will be compensated in some way for disrupting Nytrolus’ activities here, he considered. That’d be a solid motive. Maybe— 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Ava Rios. Without thinking about it, he slammed the folder shut and tossed it into the box to the right of his desk. She didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Pearson,” she said, taking up the same seat she had the night before. 
 
    “Good evening. How are things at the office?” 
 
    “Terrible. Thanks for asking,” she answered coldly. 
 
    William rested one of his elbows on the desk, trying to appear familiar and comfortable. “Look, we’ve got a lot of files to get through tonight. As much as I like that root drink you put together, I could go for some real food. I’ve not eaten anything but dehydrated rations since I got here. I don’t even know what’s good around here. Do you?” 
 
    She wasn’t fooled. “Trying to make friends, are you?” 
 
    “Doesn’t this whole thing work better if we get along?” he replied nonchalantly. 
 
    “I suppose,” she sighed, her shoulders falling. “I haven’t eaten since lunch, and that was only a pear from yesterday. There is a place nearby; it’s the only restaurant on Trepsis, and they do amazing things with potatoes.” 
 
    “I’ve never been that big on potatoes, but I’ll give it a try. What do you say?” 
 
    She glanced at her wrist, checking the time. “One hour and then it’s back here to work. We can’t afford to lose track of time.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me.” 
 
    “And we’re having separate bills,” she added, just in case William had any confusion on that point. 
 
   
  
 

 15. Sustenance 
 
    It was no wonder William hadn’t taken notice of the restaurant before; it looked just like every other building on Trepsis—four walls constructed of the same prefabricated panels and the same simple roof. A small sign hanging beside the door read “CHARLIE’S.” William figured he must have walked past it a few times and just never realized what it was. He held the door open for Rios, and in return she gave him an odd look that might have been “annoyed” or “confused,” or possibly both. 
 
    The proprietor, Mr. Charlie himself, greeted them with clasped hands, wearing an apron and a well-trimmed beard. “Good evening! Good evening. Where shall I seat you?” 
 
    “Anywhere is fine,” Rios answered impatiently, turning back to William. “I know you said you are not very fond of potatoes, but they are excellent here. We’re fortunate potatoes grow on Trepsis; they are one of the few crops from Lexin that can.” 
 
    William generally found potatoes bland and tasteless, and he never liked the fact that they came out of the ground because it seemed awfully close to eating dirt. Every time he ate potatoes, all he could think about was how someone had to dig them out of the ground, and he felt as if his mouth was full of dirt. He figured there had to be something other than potatoes on the menu. 
 
    Charlie escorted them to a small, round table in the corner flanked by chairs that were made of sculpted pipes and wire, cushioned with hand-sewn pillows filled with something soft but fibrous, like hay. He handed each of them a slip of paper: the menu. Glancing over the offerings, William quickly understood that Rios meant what she had said: almost everything involved potatoes in one way or another. You could get them baked, fried in oil, cut into slices and slathered with different sauces, or seasoned a dozen different ways. The side dishes included a couple of kinds of beans that grew on Trepsis, several expensive species that were imported, and three made with local plants that were supposedly analogous to beans according to Rios. William wasn’t certain he felt adventurous enough to try one of those. 
 
    “What are you having? What’s good here?” he asked her, putting down his menu. 
 
    “The Potatoes Duo is my personal favorite,” she said. “It’s a baked potato with your choice of toppings, and a whole potato sliced thin with Charlie’s special cream sauce. It doesn’t actually contain milk, it’s something he’s created himself from available ingredients.” 
 
    “Sounds intriguing. The baked potatoes aren’t dry, are they?” 
 
    “No, the ones grown here on Trepsis are fluffy and moist, believe it or not. The nutrients in the soil make it grow better, I’ve heard. One of our chemists says so, at least.” 
 
    “You know a lot about plant life here,” William observed. “Are you into gardening or something?” 
 
    “I’ve done some gardening,” she admitted. “But I took a botany course when I was in college and it turned out to be my favorite elective, if you can believe that. I never anticipated that it would come in handy in my future career with Nytrolus, but here we are. I don’t know nearly as much as our own chemists do, though; they get down into the minute details of soil composition, and they tend to lose me when they talk specifics. Give me something to grow, however, and I’ll grow it.” 
 
    William grinned. “Sounds like you have a knack.” 
 
    Charlie approached the table to take their order: Rios chose the Potatoes Duo, and William settled for the same. He brought glasses of water for them, and even offered them a taste of some wine he’d made from potatoes, but his pleasant smile faded when he noticed the look on William’s face. 
 
    “Have I offended you, sir?” the proprietor inquired carefully. 
 
    “Not at all,” William replied sternly, “but as far as I know, making your own alcohol is still illegal, both here and on Lexin. I could arrest you just for offering!” He paused a moment, and then laughed. 
 
    Charlie didn’t know whether to be amused or frightened. 
 
    “Sorry, I was just having a little fun with you. I’m not going to arrest you,” said William, turning his attention to Rios. “Is it any good, though? Have you tried potato wine before?” 
 
    “It’s acceptable,” she shrugged. “There’s not much to choose from in the way of alcohol on this planet. Why don’t you bring us a small glass each, please, Charlie?” 
 
    Charlie gave her a quick wink and made his escape before William could stop him and decline. I guess I’ll just let him bring it and hope no one notices I didn’t drink it. 
 
    He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, and said “Hey, I know I didn’t make the best first impression on you, but I’m hoping we can get past that. Maybe get to know each other a little better?” 
 
    “Are you flirting with me, Mr. Pearson?” she asked coldly, misinterpreting his intentions. 
 
    “No, no! Not at all. I’m not a flirty person, I swear. I’m being serious. I mean, I woke up with you standing over me, looking pissed off. That’s not exactly how I want to think of our working relationship.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” she said, relaxing slightly. “I was not particularly pleased to find you in such a state so soon after your arrival, but I suppose I can overlook it due to the stresses and length of your journey, and the fact that it was your first time traveling like that. That’s setting aside the other matter.’” 
 
    “The ‘other matter’ is not something I really want to talk about, now or ever. In fact, I’m hoping that never comes up, or becomes an issue for us.” 
 
    “So am I,” she stated bluntly, in a tone that clearly indicated the subject was closed. 
 
    “Okay, so,” William began, scrambling for another topic of conversation. “You mentioned you went to college and took a botany class. What school? What was your field of study?” 
 
    “Mineral Resources Management at Melgrin Polytechnic. It was a growing field then, and still is. I chose it because I’m good with numbers and I wanted a challenging, well-paying career. It was a highly strategic decision,” she answered, her disinterest evident. “What about you? What attracted you to being a militiaman?” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t the money, or the benefits, or the hours, or the respect, or... I guess it’s hard to explain,” he replied, then set about explaining his past as succinctly as he could, hoping not to bore her too much. “I don’t generally have mixed feelings about my decision to sign up, it just is what it is. I didn’t have a lot of options available, and the Militiamen were the best choice, in my opinion.” 
 
    “I am sorry to hear about your parents and your sister,” she said, with apparent sincerity. 
 
    “What about you?” he prodded. “Did you have a decent family life, growing up?” 
 
    “More stable than yours, it would seem,” she said. “I was the third of four children, and grew up near Hollardtown. One of my fathers never had a real job, he was a full-time beachcomber and you don’t get paid for that, so he sold whatever he found. Have you ever been to the Hollardtown beaches?” 
 
    “Nope. I hear they’re nice, though.” 
 
    “They are. My father would go out there every day with his metal detector. Most often he would find fragments that only the Sage of Hollardtown seemed to know anything about. After studying their composition, he claimed they were pieces of an ancient spacecraft, probably the one that brought humans to Lexin for the first time. No one could verify such an outlandish statement, of course, so my father sold the fragments to curiosity shops or handed them in to Minco for a few credits. 
 
    “My other father was a self-taught accountant. He never had enough money for a proper education, and of course you were supposed to be licensed to manage other people’s money, but there’s a gray area between those who have too little money to be worth managing and those who have enough to hire a genuine, licensed accountant, and that’s the area where he thrived,” Rios explained. “He started with family and friends and grew his business from next to nothing through word-of-mouth, which was an impressive thing to do. I’m sure he could have passed the license examination if he’d been able to afford the required courses and the exam fees, but instead he saved that money and put the four of us through college. All of us got jobs with the mining firms.” 
 
    “I’m glad things worked out well for you and your family. They sound like good people,” William commented, taking a sip of his water. 
 
    “My older brother was and is an asshole,” she responded with a sarcastic laugh. “Sometimes, no matter how kind and attentive a parent you are you still turn out shit kids. Your sister must have looked up to you, I would imagine.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what she thought of me, to be honest,” he answered, but that was not being honest at all. The truth was, it still stung when he let himself remember the day she’d told him she hated him and never wanted to see him again. “There were times we got along and times we didn’t. I was older so I felt responsible for her, and she just didn’t see it that way.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it’s like to lose a sibling,” Rios admitted. “Both my fathers are still alive. They write to me occasionally from the beach house they built, though it’s been a while since the last letter.” 
 
    Charlie soon brought their meals and the wine, so the two of them stopped talking for a few moments and dug in. William was surprised to find himself actually enjoying the food; it was far more flavorful than the Lexin potatoes he was used to. As they ate, he and Rios traded bits of information in between bites, and discovered they had at least one thing in common: being fans of the Angry Catfish. Rios had seen them once when they played in Hollardtown a few years back and quickly became a fan. William found it intriguing that she would enjoy their music, since the lyrics focused on the poor, downtrodden and those who were just working to catch a break. 
 
    “Our backgrounds are not that different,” she stated. “My parents never had a lot of money either; we struggled, and there were many times we had to think twice about what to buy at the store, trying to stretch things to last another week. My father tried to cultivate a garden to feed us, but he was not very successful with it. That was one of the reasons I took that botany class in the first place. I never want to find myself in a situation where I couldn’t grow my own food if I needed to.” 
 
    “Was that the accountant or the beachcomber?” William inquired. 
 
    “The beachcomber.” 
 
    Pushing her plate aside, Rios downed the last sip of her wine and her eyes fell upon William’s untouched glass. “You haven’t touched your drink.” 
 
    “I, uh, don’t drink,” he said, almost bashfully. “I wanted to say something before Charlie went off to get our drinks but I couldn’t catch him in time, and I didn’t want to tell him to just take it back. If he asks, I figure I’ll just say I didn’t like it.” 
 
    “I should have asked you before ordering it on your behalf,” she said apologetically. “I’m sorry. May I ask why you don’t drink?” 
 
    “I used to have a problem.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like you still do, if you are unable to enjoy a drink now and then.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” he sighed. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do,” she told him. “My older brother has had a drinking problem for years. He won’t listen to any of us. He is what they call a functional alcoholic; he’s never missed a day of work because of it, but he spends every evening pumping himself full of whatever liquor he can get his hands on. A shot or two in the morning before he heads to work wakes him up, and no one at his job seems to notice. As far as I know, he has no friends or significant others. It’s a sad thing to watch.” 
 
    “It is,” he agreed. 
 
    “Speaking of significant others... do you have one, Mr. Pearson?” 
 
    “I thought we had a ‘no flirting’ rule here,” he teased. 
 
    “I wasn’t flirting,” she shot back, “merely asking.” 
 
    “The answer is no, I don’t. I was married once but, uh...” 
 
    “...but it didn’t work out?” she finished for him. 
 
    “Right. We’re still friends, though. I mean, I think we are. She’s back on Lexin.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, was your drinking a factor in your separation?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” he answered, hoping to close the topic. 
 
    “It usually is,” she said. “Since you’re not going to drink it, do you mind if I have your wine?” 
 
    “By all means, have it. I’d rather someone enjoy it than let it go to waste,” he answered, a mischievous spark in his eyes. “Of course, I might have to arrest you after for consuming an illegal substance.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” she dared, grabbing his glass and downing the contents. 
 
    “That’s not a challenge I really want,” he grinned. “I’m pretty sure you’d kick my ass. And speaking of kicking my ass, I have something to talk to you about that you probably will beat me for, but I need to be honest.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “That file you had with the people who died at Valles Sol, that’s the complete file, right? Everyone who was clocked in at the time is accounted for?” 
 
    She nodded. “Twenty clocked in, twenty bodies recovered. No survivors.” 
 
    He leaned forward, arms crossed on the table. “Well, I know you aren’t going to like this, but I took that file home and went through it and I’ve come up with four people that I think are possible culprits for the explosion.” 
 
    Slowly, she set down the empty wine glass, her eyes boring into his. “I instructed you to leave that file alone. Nytrolus does not hire suicidal terrorist bombers.” 
 
    “I know you want to believe that. I know you want to believe that no one working for Nytrolus could have helped the Sons of the Leaf except through naïveté or carelessness. Maybe someone was a little sympathetic and did them a little favor, but didn’t know just how much damage that favor would cause. Maybe someone asked to have a door left unlocked, or some equipment left unsecured. But I’m saying there may be more to it than that,” he argued. “I’ve got four people who I think are our best potential leads. All you need to do is take a look at them, and if you disagree that I’ve found anything worthwhile, that’s fine, I’ll drop it. 
 
    “Everything I know about the Sons of the Leaf tells me that they don’t normally kill themselves in their own attacks, but what if they did this time? Anyone willing to come all the way to Trepsis to do this has to be a hardcore fanatic. We could be talking about someone who worked for Nytrolus for years, ever since they first heard about the Trepsis contract, planning all the while to pull this off. Maybe it sounds far-fetched, but look at what’s happened. Somebody did this, somebody smart enough and determined enough, somebody who knew enough about the facility and its equipment to cause a catastrophic series of explosions. I find it hard to believe it’s not someone intimately involved with Nytrolus.” 
 
    After a long pause, Rios’ eyes left his face and consulted her watch. “You’d better have some tremendous evidence to show me.” 
 
    Realizing that whatever goodwill their dinner had generated between them had now completely dissipated in the span of a few minutes, William followed Rios’ lead. He added a few credits to what she’d left on the table for Charlie and left the restaurant. 
 
   
  
 

 16. Escaped 
 
    As promised, Rios looked over the four files on the Nytrolus employees that William considered most likely to be involved with the Valles Sol explosion, and of the four, she seemed least interested in Andrew Macomb, which baffled William as he felt Macomb to be the strongest candidate. She clearly disagreed with his assessment. Unsure if provoking her was the best idea, he figured it would be worth it if that’s what it took to get to the bottom of things. 
 
    “Remember that you didn’t think any of them were suspicious,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Look,” she replied coldly, her patience wearing thin, “I have other issues to worry about right now. In addition to all of this, one of our custodians has gone missing and I’ve been trying to resolve that all day, with no success. Perhaps you’d like to help with something more urgent?” 
 
    “You’re the one who said the processing facility explosion is my number one priority,” he shrugged. “If you want to move me onto a missing person case, that’s your prerogative, or you could give that to Demeter. He’s watching the detention area tonight and I’m sure he’d be happy for something else to occupy himself with.” 
 
    “No, I want you to look at this one. It only came to my attention this afternoon, and I was hesitant to bring it up with you because I don’t especially want you distracted from your current investigation. I’m not even sure if it is of significance,” she explained. 
 
    “I can multitask,” William assured her. “Just tell me what you know.” 
 
    “Fine. His name is Francis Gerrold, and he’s been a good, loyal employee of Nytrolus for a long time. His wife left him some years ago and he accepted his position on Trepsis to be able to provide more for his children and grandchildren,” she told him. “I mention that because two things have come to my attention: first, that he hasn’t clocked in since the day of the explosion at Valles Sol, and second, we’ve had reports of missing items from the custodial closets in our building, as well as from the basement.” 
 
    William was intrigued. “You think he stole a bunch of stuff and then ran away? The timing is a little convenient, don’t you think?” 
 
    “That’s all I know. If you want any more answers, you’ll have to find Mr. Gerrold for yourself. I can tell you that he never, ever stole from us in the past, and I am certain he’s never raised a hand to anyone. He worked at our headquarters in Erzan and I personally requested that he be transferred here.” 
 
    “What if he realized he hated it here, and decided to blow up the processing plant on behalf of the Sons of the Leaf?” he said, thinking aloud. “It’s also possible he just stole a bunch of items for whatever reason and the timing is purely coincidental.” 
 
    “I just can’t believe he would kill people. He must be the kindest man I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Well, something happened with him. I don’t know if it’s connected to the explosion or not, but obviously it warrants further investigation,” William said. “What about his living arrangements? Where is he staying?” 
 
    “He’s in one of the economy units.” 
 
    William raised an eyebrow. “I don’t suppose anyone’s taken a look at his place since he went missing?” 
 
    “Generally speaking, we do not have the authority to invade the privacy of our workers in such a manner.” 
 
    William closed the file on his desk and stood up with a smile. “I do.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The supervisor of the economy apartment building where Francis Gerrold lived did not appreciate being roused at such a late hour, even by “official, urgent Militiamen business.” The man’s hands shook, jingling the keys as he led them down the hallway in his robe, still half-asleep, and unlocked the door to Gerrold’s apartment on the first floor. 
 
    Rios flipped on a light switch and looked around at the place, which was a much smaller version of William’s apartment. There was barely enough room for the two of them to move around at the same time. He checked in the kitchenette, sniffing the air because something seemed off. Some kind of a chemical smell was emanating from somewhere, and looking in the sink, William wondered if it could be coming from the dirty dishes. Some of them were still moist, he noticed as he dug his index finger into a spot on a plate and the brown blob moved freely at his touch. 
 
    William looked over at Rios. “This has to be from today. And do you notice that smell?” 
 
    She nodded, wrinkling her nose. “Any idea what it is?” 
 
    He shook his head, and glanced at the supervisor. “You?” 
 
    “I don’t smell anything,” the man replied with a disinterested yawn. 
 
    William knelt down on the kitchen floor and opened the lower cabinet of the small island. Inside he found several unmarked bottles, their tops open, and the scent coming from them was an overwhelming version of whatever hung in the air already. A thin, dark line stretched across the floor from the cabinet, rising up to the window on the rear wall, and all of a sudden William had a very bad feeling. 
 
    Quickly, he signaled to Rios: “Get out of here.” 
 
    She stiffened and started to fire a retort back at him, but he stopped her. 
 
    “Get out!” he barked, shoving her toward the door. He grabbed the supervisor by the arm, pushing him out behind Rios before slamming the door shut behind them. 
 
    “Are you going to explain this?” she asked. 
 
    William ignored her and turned to the supervisor. “Look, Mr...?” 
 
    “Martinez,” he replied, looking slightly more awake after their hasty retreat from the apartment. 
 
    “Mr. Martinez, can you tell me how many people live in this building?” 
 
    “Sixty.” 
 
    “How quickly can you evacuate them?” 
 
    “It would probably take, I don’t know, maybe twenty mi—” 
 
    A bone-rattling blast cut him off, shaking the entire building. All three of them hit the floor, instinctively covering their heads. Flames crept beneath the door to Gerrold’s residence, smoke billowed out around the frame and clung to the ceiling, and William knew he didn’t have twenty minutes to get everyone out of the building. Instead of catching up with them, however, the fiery torrent reversed itself, retreating into the burning apartment and leaving the hallway filled with smoke. 
 
    “Go! Go!” he ordered Rios and Martinez, ushering them toward the exit on hands and knees. 
 
    “There goes any evidence,” William muttered under his breath as they crawled along the hallway. “I should have caught it sooner.” 
 
    “Caught what?” Rios asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “The fuse. Someone wired a fuse to the chemicals in the cabinet. I’m not sure what they were, but obviously they were highly flammable,” he explained. “Martinez, we need to get everyone out of this building!” 
 
    It’s a good thing Gerrold’s apartment is so close to the corner. It could have been a lot worse if it had been one of the middle apartments. Bad enough it’s on the bottom floor, he thought. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Rios asked. 
 
    “You can help get people out of here.” 
 
    William had concerns about the structural integrity of the building’s second and third floors, so he called Torres out of bed and Demeter away from the station to assist with the evacuation. The evacuation was surprisingly orderly considering the smoke filling the main corridor of the first floor, which necessitated lots of crouching and crawling to escape, and by the time it was all over William was relieved to find no bodies. Several people had to be taken to the medical clinic for minor cuts, bruises, and smoke inhalation, but nothing serious enough to warrant extended medical supervision. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was little that could be done for the building thanks to the lack of fire suppression equipment. The residents stood by on the street, watching helplessly as the interior of the structure was consumed by smoke and fire, leaving behind a hollow shell much like the processing plant a few days before. William felt terrible for the residents who had lived there; what they’d been able to bring to Trepsis hadn’t been much, and now they were left with even less. 
 
    “I think we can say one thing for certain: whoever destroyed Valles Sol did not die in that explosion or this one,” Rios observed, as they stood side by side watching the still smoldering building. 
 
    William agreed. “It’s looking more and more like your sweet Mr. Gerrold is involved somehow, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    The next morning, William organized a building-by-building search for Gerrold, which proved less difficult than he’d expected. Gossip had spread around town that some asshole had burned down the building where some of the poorest residents on Trepsis lived, and that stirred up enough anger that people were willing to do just about anything to help out. Using a file photo from Rios’ records, he had a volunteer make dozens of copies which were then handed out in front of the ruined building to several temporarily-deputized citizens to assist with the search. 
 
    “If you find this man, don’t hurt him,” William stressed, standing before the crowd of people who’d offered to help. “We need him alive. Please report his whereabouts to the Militiamen station immediately, and let us handle him. The last thing we want is more people hurt or killed, and it is possible that he’s got more bombs set up elsewhere. Do you all understand?” 
 
    As the volunteers dispersed to begin their manhunt, Rios took William aside. “I need to get back to headquarters. Most of the residents of that building are Nytrolus employees who have lost their jobs, and now their homes, in the span of a few days. We need to take care of them, and I don’t think we have any choice but to reach out to the Lexinian Authority for assistance. It will take months for any help to arrive, but we’ll have to find a way to make do until then.” 
 
    “Thank you for all that you’ve done. I’m not sure most people would have been willing to help with an evacuation like that, not right after nearly being blown up. You did a good job,” he said. 
 
    She barely concealed a smile from him. “I appreciate the compliment, but taking care of Nytrolus employees is one of my greatest responsibilities. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Do what you need to,” he replied, stifling a yawn. “Hey, do you have any more of that root stuff you brought before?” 
 
    “I do. Would you like me to bring some when I return?” 
 
    “After you’ve had some yourself,” he replied. “I’m telling you, these sleepless nights are getting to me.” 
 
    She left for headquarters, leaving him alone with Torres. 
 
    “I need you to keep an eye on things at the station,” William instructed. “Someone may call or bring Gerrold in. Anything could happen, and we need to stay sharp.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she saluted. “What about last night’s drunks? We have five in detention now.” 
 
    William thought for a moment. “Tell you what. Let them out, but on the condition they participate in the manhunt. No fines or anything this time, but if we find out they didn’t help, there will be fines and they can spend another night or two in detention.” 
 
    “Good idea, sir,” she said, taking her leave just as Martinez approached, looking distraught. 
 
    “What am I going to do?! My building is ruined!” he cried. 
 
    William didn’t have any answers for him, instead he asked: “Did you own this building or did it belong to Nytrolus?” 
 
    “Nytrolus built it, I leased it, but the terms say I’m responsible for safety and any damages! I don’t have the money to fix this, or to pay Nytrolus for it. I’m ruined!” 
 
    Ugh, what am I supposed to say? Maybe if he had the building equipped with proper fire extinguishing equipment, some of the damage might have been mitigated, William thought, but he didn’t say it aloud. He put a comforting hand on the man’s shoulder, and said, “Mr. Martinez, I’m very sorry for your loss. This has been a hard day for everyone. I don’t know what the insurance story is around here, or if your building was covered in any way, but I could put you in touch with the Lexinian Authority to see if they can help. They may have resources available for these kinds of situations.” 
 
    Mr. Martinez thanked him, scurrying away like a rat looking for a new hole to hide himself in, which left William wondering where he was going. Wandering around the building, William headed toward the rear and found Demeter with his back turned toward him, talking to someone. 
 
    “Demeter?” William interrupted. “What are you doing?” 
 
    His subordinate immediately straightened up and turned around, clasping his hands behind his back military-style. “Nothing, sir. Merely contemplating.” 
 
    William cocked an inquisitive eyebrow. “Got anything constructive to offer about this incident?” 
 
    “Not yet, sir. I will monitor the volunteers; I intend to remain on the south side of the settlement today in order to be a point of contact for anyone who may find or encounter Gerrold.” 
 
    “Works for me,” William nodded. “See to it then. I’ll be at the station, at least for a while, so call if you need me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said, saluting like Torres had. 
 
    William returned to the station, only to be nearly knocked over by Torres as he came through the door. “Sir!” she said, “I’m glad you’re here. We just got a call from Ms. Rios. I put her on hold because she wanted to talk to you, personally. You can take it in your office.” 
 
    He thanked her, jogging toward his office and snatching up the phone. “Rios? What’s up?” 
 
    “Pearson!” she barked, then quickly softened her tone. “I’m sorry. There’s something here. I just got back to my desk, and there’s...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a leaf on my desk, William. I’m sure you know what kind.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
   
  
 

 17. Caught 
 
    William stood with his arms crossed, staring at the leaf on Ava Rios’ desk. It was dry and curled, its natural red hue having given way to a sickly, fragile brown. The five points of the leaf, one noticeably shorter than the others, demonstrated why the tree it had fallen from was referred to as a hand tree. William was well aware that hand trees did not grow on Trepsis, so he knew that this leaf couldn’t have come upon her desk by accident or mistake. 
 
    Someone, probably Gerrold, brought these leaves all the way from Lexin, just to toy with people, he thought. And if he had time to do this, he can’t be far. 
 
    “What’s the security like in this building?” he asked Rios. 
 
    “You know how it works, you just went through it: sign in at the front desk, then you are escorted to your destination if you aren’t an employee.” 
 
    “I know that part, but what about electronic measures? Cameras, metal detectors, biometric sensors, anything that could monitor people coming and going?” he pressed. 
 
    “Nothing like that,” she answered. “This building isn’t very sophisticated, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m never sure what you might be keeping from me,” William said sharply. “Is it possible to lock down the building? Gerrold may already be gone, but we shouldn’t take any chances.” 
 
    She nodded, reaching for her phone. “I can have security block all exits and entrances. No one will get in or out.” 
 
    “Good. Anyone wants in or out, they need to go through one of us,” he ordered, and she nodded in agreement. “Now, we search the building, top to bottom.” 
 
    Enlisting everyone still inside whom Rios deemed above reproach, they set about the slow, tedious task of searching every closet, storage room and restroom, under every desk, every corner, nook and cranny. Every employee came back to them empty-handed with no useful information. The two of them stood in the building’s now-empty lobby, pondering what to do next. 
 
    “What about the basement?” he asked Rios. 
 
    “It covers the building’s entire footprint, but you have to crouch to move through it so in that way it’s more like a crawlspace. The soil here is rather hard, and it took less time and expense to dig it out to a shallower level than we would have normally on Lexin.” 
 
    “Then why have a basement at all?” 
 
    “Storage,” she replied. “Most of Gerrold’s supplies are kept down there. I told you some of them had gone missing, remember? The only reason anyone knew that was because the temporary custodian I’d assigned told me we were short on certain cleaning supplies. He’d checked the custodial closets and found they needed to be restocked, and the situation in the basement was the same. According to our inventory, there should be a lot more than there is.” 
 
    “Right. We talked about that. I’m pretty sure that the bomb in Gerrold’s apartment was made from some of those supplies, but it didn’t take a lot. It sounds like there’s much more still unaccounted for, which could mean...” 
 
    “Another bomb?” she cut in. 
 
    “Let’s hope not. If we’re lucky, maybe he’s hiding in the basement. I think we should check it out,” he suggested. 
 
    They passed by the front desk, heading toward the door that led downstairs. Just as William was about to open it, the front desk phone suddenly rang. He stopped and turned to face Rios. 
 
    “That’s too eerie to be a coincidence.” 
 
    “I agree. Should I answer it?” she wondered, looking nervous although she did her best to hide it. 
 
    “Answer it,” William instructed, his hand staying close to the basement door handle. 
 
    She quickly went back to the front desk and picked up the phone, bringing it up to her ear. “Hello? No. No, no, no! You’re supposed to be dead!” 
 
    William was at the desk in a flash, snatching the phone from her hand before she realized what was happening. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Chief Militiaman Pearson, I take it? Congratulations on coming this far.” 
 
    The voice was not what William had expected at all, based on the way Rios had described him. It wasn’t the voice of a kindly older gentleman, but someone much younger with a sense of malice emanating from him. 
 
    “This isn’t Francis Gerrold, is it?” 
 
    “Well done. Rather, half well done. You know who I’m not, but do you know who I am?” 
 
    William looked over at Rios, and mouthed, “Who is he?” 
 
    She crossed her arms, clutching them tightly, and her eyes moved toward the floor. 
 
    “Tell me,” he mouthed again, but she just stood there, not meeting his gaze. Time to take a shot in the dark. 
 
    “Andrew Macomb?” 
 
    A long pause followed, then the voice said, “You’re smarter than your predecessors.” 
 
    “What do you want?” William demanded. 
 
    “Right to the point, I see. It’s simple really: I want Nytrolus off this planet,” Macomb replied. “Trepsis was doing just fine before they showed up and began raping the natural order here, as they and so many others have done to Lexin for so many years. The facility at Valles Sol is gone, and I don’t want to see any attempts to restart those activities. When the next ship arrives, everyone from Nytrolus leaves.” 
 
    “Number one, I don’t think everyone here could fit on a single ship. Number two, now that I know who you are, it’s going to be that much easier to find and catch you,” he promised, trying to get Rios’ attention. When she looked up, he pointed at her, then at the front door, angling his arm in the direction of the Militiamen station. She got the message, taking off out the door while he continued talking, trying to keep Macomb on the line. “Number three, if you think Nytrolus, or the Militiamen, will ever let this go and just walk away then you aren’t as smart as you think you are.” 
 
    “That’s a shame. I was hopeful that I would not have to kill you, too, but if you choose to side with Nytrolus, then you side against me, and all those who fundamentally respect and value life over profit. So, I must bid you goodbye, as I will...” 
 
    A shrill scream abruptly ended Macomb’s sentence. 
 
    “Hello?” William said. 
 
    A rattling sound followed, and then a different but familiar voice came on the line. “Sir, this is Demeter. I’ve got him. I will bring him down to the station.” 
 
    Wow, William thought, Maybe I need to give that guy a raise or a promotion or something. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there,” he told Demeter, hanging up the phone and pointing an accusatory finger at Rios. “You have some explaining to do.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for her to acknowledge him; he headed for the front door and expected her to follow. “What about the lockdown?” she asked, catching up as he left the building. 
 
    “I’ll have Torres monitor things while we figure out what to do,” William answered. “He managed to get in and plant the leaf on your desk. Who knows what else he may have done that we haven’t discovered yet? I don’t want people coming or going any more than necessary.” 
 
    “But we just left,” she pointed out. 
 
    “And nothing bad happened, but that doesn’t mean Macomb doesn’t have accomplices in there, watching and waiting. You and I going between here and the station should not seem out of the ordinary; evacuating the building, however, might prompt some kind of terrorist action,” he explained. “For now, everyone stays put.” 
 
    Pushing open the door to the station, he went inside to find Torres in the detention area and announced: “The search is over.” 
 
    “You found Gerrold?” Torres inquired. 
 
    “Nope, Andrew Macomb. He’s been behind all this, it would seem, not Gerrold. Demeter caught him and is bringing him back here.” 
 
    Torres looked surprised and confused. “But I thought Macomb was dead?” 
 
    “Yeah, we all did,” William said, directing a steady gaze at Rios. “So, are you ready to explain yourself?” 
 
    “Would it be too much to request some privacy?” 
 
    “We can talk in my office,” he replied, signaling her to meet him there. “Torres, I need you over at Nytrolus headquarters; that building is still on lockdown and I don’t want anyone unauthorized getting in or out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she acknowledged, exiting the station. 
 
    William left the detention area and entered his office, closing the door behind him. He leaned against the door, crossing his arms over his chest. Ava Rios had carefully arranged herself in the chair next to his desk, and when William made no move to open the conversation she finally broke the uncomfortable silence that hung between them. 
 
    “He’s my cousin. Believe me, I never thought he’d be capable of something like this,” she said slowly. “He worked for Minco and Day-Vern before he joined us at Nytrolus, and their records mentioned only that he was tardy once in a while, and had the occasional workplace disagreement with a coworker. Nothing particularly alarming. 
 
    “When he heard about the opportunity on Trepsis, he applied for a position here more than once but was denied because he didn’t possess any of the skills we required. He wrote to me, personally, begging me to allow him a transfer here and how could I refuse? He’s family. The only position he qualified for was the night shift supervisor, and I warned him that the pay was poor and the conditions less than ideal, there would be little opportunity for advancement, but he didn’t care. He wanted it. I knew he had a rather rocky personal life and I assumed he wanted to escape that, have a fresh start in a new place. It never even occurred to me that he would do something like this.” 
 
    “It seems like everyone underestimated him,” William said. “We all thought he was dead. How do you figure he pulled that off?” 
 
    “If he had it in him to blow up over a dozen people, killing one more to serve as his own corpse doesn’t sound beyond him.” 
 
    “I agree. It would be nice to know who died in his place, though.” 
 
    “Francis Gerrold?” 
 
    As soon as she said the name, instinct told him that she was correct. “Probably. I’d like to hear it directly from him, though.” 
 
    As if on cue, a knock on the door behind him startled both of them. William turned to allow Demeter in, with a cuffed Andrew Macomb in tow. Closing the door once more, William turned to study Andrew: short and portly, with a stubby nose and dark, slick hair that had abandoned the top of his skull. His eyes seethed with restrained anger and a smug sense of superiority. He wore baggy, beige clothes that suggested to William a certain insecurity about his appearance, despite the attitude. Rios didn’t bother to look him over, she rose from her seat, approached Andrew and sharply backhanded him. 
 
    “Your mother will hear about this,” she promised him, her voice disturbingly calm. “The whole family is going to know how I put my own career on the line for your sake, and you fucked me. Do you have any idea what Nytrolus Corporate on Lexin is going to do when they get the report?” 
 
    “It can’t be as bad as what the law will do to him,” William pointed out. “I suggest you start talking, Mr. Macomb.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to make me more comfortable first?” Macomb asked. 
 
    “By all means. Have a seat,” William replied, motioning toward the chair where Rios had been sitting. 
 
    Apparently pleased by being the center of attention, Andrew Macomb stretched his legs out in front of him and casually said, “I suppose I’ve caused quite a stir around here recently.” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” William growled. “You know you’ll be executed for this?” 
 
    He smiled. “First, you’ll have to convict me.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” Rios said, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Really? You have evidence? Any proof that I was involved with anything? I’d love to see it.” 
 
    “You won’t be seeing anything,” William snarled. “You’re one of those guys that likes to play games, the type who gets his rocks off making people jump through hoops trying to figure out your puzzles that you think are just so clever. Well, I’m not going to bother with it. I’m sure we all have better things to do than provide entertainment for this clown.” 
 
    At William’s direction, Demeter brought in another set of restraints which he used to affix Andrew to the structure of the chair, leaving him unable to get up or move much. Leaving Andrew alone in William’s office, the three of them moved off down the hall where Andrew couldn’t see or hear them. 
 
    “What are you up to, Pearson?” Rios demanded. 
 
    “If we ignore him for a while, he may feel more like talking,” William surmised. “I’ve dealt with guys like him before. They crave attention. They want people to recognize how brilliant they are. The worst thing we can do as far as he’s concerned is demean and ignore him. Let’s give him a couple of hours to himself and see what happens.” 
 
    “Why not put him in a cell, then? Isn’t that what you have a detention area for?” she pressed. 
 
    “Nah, he’ll use the opportunity to play himself up to the other people we’re holding. Trust me, the last thing we want is to give him an audience.” 
 
    “Is there anything further you need me to do, sir?” asked Demeter. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Why don’t you head home and get some rest so you can come in late tonight and ride that into the morning shift?” William answered. “I’ve already worked this long, I might as well take the first half of the night shift.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir,” he said, turning to leave. 
 
    “Wait! I almost forgot to ask: how did you find him?” 
 
    “As I said earlier, I was the contact person for the southern part of the settlement. I was patrolling the area when I noticed a man who looked very much like Andrew Macomb. I read the file, I knew he had supposedly died in the explosion, so I followed him,” Demeter replied. “I was eavesdropping on his phone conversation when he spotted me and attempted to physically accost me, so I had to subdue him. He is not an adept combatant.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t think so,” William smiled. “See you later, you go have a good sleep.” 
 
    Demeter nodded and left the station. Suddenly alone in the hallway with Rios, William felt decidedly uncomfortable and he could see from her body language that the feeling was mutual. 
 
    She cleared her throat, and said: “I want to thank you for everything you’ve done these past few days, Mr. Pearson. I may have been wrong about you. You are not incompetent like your predecessors.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” he said sincerely. “I hate to even mention this, but you realize that now I have something on you, right?” 
 
    “Not really,” she answered, unbothered by the statement. “I have to write a report, and others do, too; the corporate offices on Lexin will want to know everything. I can’t hide my part in it. I used my authority to get Andrew his position, and in return he used me to serve his own selfish agenda. 
 
    “Because of me, many people are dead. It goes without saying that I will lose my job, and Nytrolus may even have criminal charges brought against me. This colony may not be high-profile, but news of ecological terrorists running amok, blowing up mining facilities and killing scores of people will definitely make Lexin take notice. Someone will have to publicly pay for it, and Andrew won’t be the only one.” 
 
    As much as he didn’t like it, he knew she was probably correct. Her position within Nytrolus was more than just a managerial role, it had political aspects that he didn’t fully comprehend. As far as Nytrolus’ leadership was concerned, Ava Rios was the face of the Trepsis colony, and given the spectacular failure of their operations here, they would be looking to hold someone accountable. 
 
    I wonder if they’ll want Macomb shipped back to Lexin for trial, he considered. Would it even be worth the expense, when it’d be a lot cheaper just to shoot him and get it over with? We can’t do that without a trial, though; funny how that works. I killed Nesto Marks by accident, without a trial, evidence, or conviction, and I feel shitty about that, but if I give Macomb a quick trial, hit him with the evidence and get him convicted, then I can just go ahead and kill him with a clear conscience because justice was done. 
 
    The more he thought about it, the more he came to the realization that nothing about the justice system really made any kind of sense. 
 
    Rios snapped her fingers in front of his face. “Hello? Are you paying attention?” 
 
    “Sorry. What were you saying?” 
 
    “I just asked if you were going to arrest me.” 
 
    “Not at this time,” he answered thoughtfully. “As far as I am aware, you haven’t done anything illegal. Nytrolus may not be very happy with you, but you haven’t broken the law, and I’m convinced you honestly didn’t know that Macomb was up to anything illegal. For the time being, I’m going to go with you just being ignorant on account of family ties but I’d better not find out it was anything more than that.” 
 
    “There’s no punishment you could come up with that will match what Nytrolus is going to do to me,” she said, waving off his implied threat. “I should expose you for killing Nesto Marks but it wouldn’t help me whatsoever, I would merely be dragging you down with me. I see little advantage in that.” 
 
    “What, no petty revenge?” 
 
    She was insulted. “Have you ever seen me behave capriciously or vindictively? Every action I’ve taken has been for the furtherance of Nytrolus’ strategic goals.” 
 
    “Except one,” he reminded her. 
 
   
  
 

 18. Transcendence 
 
    Making use of what time she had left, Ava Rios took charge at Nytrolus headquarters while William passed the time with Andrew Macomb. It was not exactly an ideal setup, but William saw few alternatives if he wanted to make it difficult for anyone to get close enough to take revenge on the Valles Sol killer. Macomb proved himself to be quite persistent in his attempts to engage William in conversation, and William actually considered gagging him, or sedating him, anything to shut him up for a while, but then he might miss it if the creep actually said something of relevance. As the night wore on, Macomb’s taunting only served to amplify his exhaustion and make him yearn for the times in his life when he actually got to sleep. 
 
    “Are you people going to feed me?” Andrew complained, writhing against his restraints. “I’ve been here for hours, and other than a few sips of water, you haven’t provided me with anything. I need to urinate, and I need food. I have rights!” 
 
    Finally William said: “I’ll take you to the restroom. You will have two minutes, after which you will be restrained in the chair again with one hand left free for you to eat and drink. I’ll give you a meal ration and more water. If you complain at any point, it will be taken away immediately and your free hand will be restrained. Expect the same if I suspect you are trying to escape or behaving as anything other than a model prisoner. Do you understand?” 
 
    Macomb nodded solemnly in response. William got up and released him from the chair, leading him to the restroom, which consisted of little more than a sink and a toilet. Checking the small room quickly to ensure nothing was available for Macomb to use as a weapon, a means to escape his restraints, or even to poison himself, he sent the prisoner inside and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “I have the key,” William said, “So don’t even think about locking me out.” 
 
    As far as William could tell, Macomb behaved himself, emerging from the restroom with wet hands and a relieved expression. William secured him to the chair once again, leaving just long enough to return with the promised cup of water and meal ration which consisted of a packet of strawberry preserves, some crackers, and a small bag of nuts. 
 
    “That’s it? This is all I...” Andrew started to complain, but then apparently thought better of it. 
 
    Andrew ate in silence, fumbling with the wrapping of each item thanks to his restraints but managing nonetheless. William watched him, nearly jumping out of his chair when the phone suddenly rang. 
 
    Cautiously, he picked up the receiver and held it to his ear, wondering who would possibly be calling at this late hour. “Hello?” 
 
    “William!” came Linda’s voice: cheerful, crisp and clear. 
 
    “Who is this?” he demanded, having difficulty believing that it could really be Linda on the other end of the line. “Rios, are you playing a prank on me? Torres? Demeter? What is going on?” 
 
    “Oh, knock it off! This isn’t a joke or a prank or a scam or whatever you’re thinking! It’s really me, and you won’t believe where I am!” 
 
    “I assume Lexin isn’t the right answer?” 
 
    “Bzzzt! Wrong,” she replied, “I’m in orbit!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?! There isn’t another ship due for a few months,” he said, trying not to let himself feel anything. 
 
    “Shut up and listen to me. There’s something I want you to see,” she said mysteriously. “Come outside and you’ll see a round pod. All you have to do is get in and push the big red button on the inside. I promise you’ll like it.” 
 
    “Are you serious? I’m going to get in some contraption just based on your word? Assuming that’s even you! This has to be a prank.” 
 
    “No prank! It’s really me. Would anyone else know about that little mole right under your—” 
 
    He blushed immediately, and Andrew gave him a sly grin as he took a nibble from a cracker. William turned his back on the terrorist. “Fine, fine! I’ll... I’ll be right out!” 
 
    What am I supposed to do? he wondered. I guess I can leave him alone for a minute or two. Demeter will be here soon. 
 
    Quickly, he grabbed a slip of paper and scrawled a message instructing Demeter to keep an eye on Macomb. “I have to step out for a minute. If you try anything while I’m gone, I don’t even care that I don’t have a gun, I will take those restraints and beat you to death with them. Got it?” 
 
    Andrew nodded. 
 
    Closing the door behind him, William slipped the note into the crack between the door and the frame so it would get Demeter’s attention when he arrived. Out in front of the station, he found what Linda must have been talking about: a spherical object sporting a metallic finish that perhaps once upon a time was highly polished, but now it had faded to a dull gray. Cautiously, he took a step through the open doorway and saw control panels, some buttons, and a small screen. 
 
    Linda’s voice emanated from within. “Come on in, William! I’m not in here, but I promise you’ll see me very soon.” 
 
    Her face appeared on the screen and while he couldn’t make out anything behind her, she was certainly smiling and happy, and that made him smile just as widely in spite of himself. What the fuck am I doing? As he was about to press the red button she’d mentioned earlier, he spotted Andrew sneaking out the front door of the station, looking around until his eyes settled upon William, prompting him to break into a sprint. 
 
    William wouldn’t have expected such a rotund young man to be capable of the speed he was, but he wasted no time bursting out of the pod to give chase, thankful for the time spent working his legs and building his endurance in the gym over the last while. As it turned out, Andrew had speed but no stamina and William’s training paid off. He caught up to him and slammed him to the ground, knocking the wind out of the man’s lungs in a whoosh. 
 
    “You piece of shit! I told you to stay put!” he barked, rolling Andrew onto his back. 
 
    “Apparently I’m not very good at following directions,” snarled the terrorist between gasps for air. 
 
    “Looks like I’m going to have to take you with me, since I can’t leave you alone for a few seconds.” 
 
    He dragged Macomb back toward the pod, stuffing the shorter man through the doorway before following him inside. William pressed the red button and they both watched as the opening closed behind them. Macomb slid to the floor, slumping against the back wall and trying to catch his breath, shooting a questioning glance at William as the whole pod began to vibrate 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” he inquired, wiping a streak of blood from his lip with the back of one sleeve. 
 
    “Somewhere I can push you out into space if you don’t shut up and quit being a pain in the ass,” William growled. 
 
    With no windows to the outside, it was impossible to tell how fast they were going. Judging by the frequency with which his ears popped, William assumed that the little craft was rapidly gaining altitude. 
 
    “So, how about telling me how you got out of those restraints?” he said, trying to distract himself from the fact that he had no idea where they were going to end up. 
 
    “You left a pen on your desk,” Macomb answered with a smugness that made William want to punch his lights out. “I took it apart and used it to pick the locks. You Militiamen really should be more careful.” William sighed and sat down on the floor as far from Macomb as he could get, studying his surroundings. Before long the small pod shuddered and jolted, and he heard noises coming from outside which signaled that they had arrived somewhere. A few moments later, the vessel stopped moving and the door slid open to reveal a smiling Linda. 
 
    “Hey, Will!” she waved. 
 
    He was happier to see her than he seemed, although it was certainly muddled by the presence of Andrew Macomb. Stepping out of the pod, he found himself tackle-hugged, the air squeezed from his lungs all of a sudden. “Nice to see you, too,” he said, looking down at her with a smile. 
 
    As soon as William laid eyes on Zotz standing off to Linda’s right, the pieces began to fit together. Of more immediate concern, however, was Macomb, and William disentangled himself from Linda’s embrace to return to the interior of the pod and make sure his prisoner was still in custody. He helped Andrew to his feet, though it could be described less as “help” and more as “intimidation;” he squeezed the man’s chubby arm, forced him to stand up, and practically dragged him out the door and into the loading bay beyond. 
 
    They were in a chamber big enough to hold almost the entire Trepsis settlement, its ceiling hovering a few dozen meters above them. Grooves in the floor acted as tracks for pods like the one they had arrived in, and several similar pods were lined up nearby. Every surface was metallic and lacking in obvious seams or rivets, which indicated that the level of technology in use here surpassed anything William was familiar with. 
 
    Turning to Zotz, he said, “I’m assuming you have an explanation for this.” 
 
    “I do, indeed, and if you will all follow me, I shall explain,” the Sage replied with a respectful half-bow. He led the three of them out of the loading bay into a corridor lined with doors, talking as they went. “This ship is called the Transcendence of Light. It has been in my possession for many years, and as you may have guessed, its origin is not of Lexin or Trepsis or any of our colonies. I discovered it completely by accident when I was a young man, derelict and adrift within the Plephus Asteroid Field near Lexin. I was piloting a small rescue vessel and spotted an unusual shape on the surface of a large asteroid. No one else ever noticed it, so I kept it to myself.” 
 
    They came to a door, which the Sage opened by pressing a panel next to it, beckoning them to enter the small room beyond. He manipulated a series of controls, and they barely felt the Transcendence of Light begin to move beneath them. 
 
    William decided to continue with his questions. “You didn’t see fit to tell the Lexinian Authority about it? What kinds of things is this ship capable of? I’m pretty sure it’s illegal for a civilian like yourself to possess technology like this. If nothing else, you owe it to the people of Lexin to share it so we can all benefit from it. Why have you held onto it for so long?” 
 
    “I believe you already know the answer to that question.” 
 
    It was only a moment before he figured it out. “This is about Earth, isn’t it? You want to use this ship to find the fabled Earth, and you were just waiting for the right person to come along.” 
 
    “And so he has.” 
 
    “Don’t start with that shit again,” William snapped. “You’ve got yourself a nice enough ship, but I have a job to do on Trepsis. People are counting on me and I can’t just pick up and leave to go gallivanting around the universe looking for a planet that may or may not even exist. And for the record, I really don’t appreciate you dragging Linda into it.” 
 
    “Hey! Before you go assuming things, nobody dragged me into anything, Will,” Linda interjected. “We just started talking one day while waiting for the tram. He knew who I was and I’d seen him around before. We talked about you a little bit, and eventually he told me he had a way that I could come see you without having to get passage on one of the sleepers. How could I say no to that? I wasn’t sure I’d ever get to see you again, and here we are. Why are you yelling at him for it?” 
 
    “Linda, don’t get in the middle of this,” William ordered in a low voice. 
 
    Linda bristled. “Excuse me? Like it or not, I am in the middle of it. I came here to see you, and you’re starting to make me regret it. Are you just pissed at that other guy, or what?” 
 
    A self-satisfied smile spread across Andrew Macomb’s face. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, he is the cause of my bad mood. He killed several people on Trepsis, blew up the mining operation, then bombed and burned down an apartment building. I can’t even leave him in a detention cell because I’m worried someone will kill him for a payday. I mean, he blew up Nytrolus’ whole operation. They absolutely want him dead. So, excuse me for not exactly having a good time right now. I’d just as soon get back to Trepsis and get back to work,” he stated. 
 
    “If I were to secure this man for the duration of your stay, would you find that agreeable?” Zotz offered. 
 
    “How long are we talking about here? I do need to get back to Trepsis. I have a job to do.” 
 
    “A few hours, perhaps? I was hoping you might enjoy a tour of this vessel and its capabilities.” 
 
    “What for? Look, I told you already, I’m not interested in taking this little trip to find Earth or whatever it is you’re looking for,” William reminded him. 
 
    Linda looked disappointed. “Really? I think it’d be fun. You always talked about wanting to get away but never having the time, then you ‘got away’ all the way to Trepsis, but it doesn’t sound to me like you’re particularly enjoying yourself. Why not try something different?” 
 
    “It was bad enough having Zotz pestering me about this shit, now you’re doing it, too?!” 
 
    “It was just an idea,” Linda pouted. “You don’t think Trepsis could spare you for a while?” 
 
    “Abandoning my post as Chief wouldn’t be looked upon very well by my superiors back on Lexin.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could tender your resignation?” Zotz suggested. 
 
    “This discussion is over. I’m not quitting my job to go off on your stupid quest, so stop asking me! Go yourself.” 
 
    The sliding double doors opened, and Zotz led them into an elongated chamber with panels and screens stretching along both walls. A long table with white light emanating from it occupied the center of the room, and when William stepped closer he could see various incomprehensible charts, diagrams, and mathematical calculations that he assumed had been composed by Zotz. 
 
    “Come with me,” Zotz said to Andrew, taking him through a door at the other end of the room and pushing him into the tiny room on the other side. 
 
    “Did you just shove that guy into a closet?” Linda chuckled. 
 
    “It’s a big closet,” Zotz assured her, “And it locks from the outside, so he won’t be escaping.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I didn’t think he could escape from my office either, and he did. I hope there aren’t any pens in there,” said William. “You wanted to give me a tour of this thing, so give me the damn tour. Let’s just do it so I can get back to Trepsis.” 
 
    “Impatience is not a virtue, William,” Zotz commented. 
 
    Moving his fingers over the central table, the Sage began working controls and soon the lights dimmed until the room was completely dark. A few points of light appeared in the air around them, and then a few more, and more and more until the three of them were surrounded by thousands of little points of light: blue, red, green and white, some brilliant, some dim, and some of every intensity in between, moving slowly in a subtle arc. 
 
    “Are these stars or something?” William inquired. 
 
    “Yes, this is a holographic projection of every star within about a thousand light years of Trepsis,” Zotz replied, touching a point of light with his fingers. “This is Trepsis, or more precisely, Trepsis’ sun. This one is Lexin. This is AX-998, eighteen light years from Lexin.” 
 
    “So? What’s AX-998?” 
 
    “That’s where we are going.” 
 
    “I told you I only have a few hours before the shit is going to start hitting the fan on Trepsis over my absence,” William reminded him. 
 
    “This trip will only take an hour and a half,” Zotz promised. “Why do you think the ship is called the Transcendence of Light?” 
 
    “Whoever named it doesn’t appreciate brevity?” 
 
    Linda couldn’t help but laugh at William’s jibe. Zotz touched something on the table again and a green line appeared, originating from Trepsis and drawing its way toward AX-998. As they watched, the curve slowly but visibly progressed through the stars. 
 
    “I’m supposed to believe we’ll end up at that other star in about 90 minutes?” William asked skeptically, and Zotz responded with a nod. “How do I know you aren’t just trying to fool me so I’ll believe your stories and go questing for Earth with you?” 
 
    “What reason do I have to lie?” 
 
    “I think you have every reason to lie, to get me to do what you want,” William countered. 
 
    “I can take you to an observation level where you will be able to see the stars outside yourself. It’s quite a sight while the ship is traveling superluminally.” 
 
    “That’s not even supposed to be possible.” 
 
    “People always say that, but many things are thought impossible until someone accomplishes them,” said the Sage. “I cannot take credit for this feat in particular, though; that honor belongs to the creators of this ship.” 
 
    “And they are..?” 
 
    “They are known as the Order and that is all I can tell you, as that is all I know. There are no detailed records of them available in this ship’s memory.” 
 
    William smiled. “How convenient...” 
 
    Linda stopped him before he could continue. “Would you just give him a chance? Don’t you realize how incredible this is? We’re doing something no one else from Lexin has ever done, and all you want to do is complain about it. Have a little gratitude!” 
 
    “I’ll be grateful, all right—when this is over.” 
 
    She sighed. “Zotz, would you mind leaving us alone for a bit?” 
 
    “I need to remain here to monitor our position, but the two of you are welcome to roam about the ship as you see fit,” replied the Sage. 
 
    Taking a grumbling William by the hand, Linda led him back the way they had come when they entered the room previously. Once they were out of earshot of Zotz and Macomb, she turned to face him and asked, “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “You two have really bad timing, you know that? Torres and Demeter are probably wondering what happened to me and Macomb by now. This farce could ruin my career as Chief on Trepsis,” he growled. 
 
    “You probably haven’t heard, but on the vid in Erzan there has been a lot of talk about Nesto Marks. Supposedly, he was found dead in a parking garage near his car and the word is out that you are wanted for questioning. Were you involved with that, Will?” she asked bluntly, her expression telling him that she already knew the answer. 
 
    All of his bluster fell away from him, his shoulders sagged, and he answered with a sigh, “I killed him, Lin. I didn’t mean to, it was an accident, I was just trying to scare him and things got out of hand, but yeah. I was involved with that, all right.” 
 
    “How could you do that? Especially after all your ranting about what happened with that jewel thief guy that day! You’re a militiaman, and apparently you’re also a hypocrite,” she accused. 
 
    “Look, I said it was an accident and it was,” he tried to explain. “Marks attacked me first. I was only defending myself. It was just a stroke of bad luck that made him fall the way he did, he hit his head and that was it for him. I didn’t know what else to do. I was leaving for Trepsis the next morning so I didn’t want to call it in and have to explain myself, and maybe detained. Call that cowardly if you want to, but I only feel bad that he died the way he did because I wanted to see him pay for his crimes!” 
 
    “Calm down!” she said. “Get your shit under control.” 
 
    “That’s not even then end of it! As soon as I got to Trepsis, the guy I was replacing just took off without telling me anything, and then I got a visit from the VP running things on the Nytrolus side, and she used Marks’ death to blackmail me into running the Militiamen the way she wanted. She basically owned me for the whole time I was there and it was driving me crazy. 
 
    “If it hadn’t been for Macomb blowing up Valles Sol, she’d still have my balls in a vice, only now she’s more worried about losing her job than she is about me. I don’t think you have any idea what I’ve been dealing with since I got here. I mean, how could you?” he said, running a frustrated hand back through his hair. “You just show up here like it’s some big family reunion, and don’t get me wrong, I am happy to see you, but Zotz? I barely know him. All he’s been to me is a weird pain in the ass, and from what I’m seeing here that hasn’t really changed.” 
 
    “Do you always have to be such an asshole? I came a long way to see you. I thought we were friends, but whatever. I get it, Will. Whatever made you want to leave me, that’s fine, you just go ahead and keep it to yourself as you always have, but don’t act like this shit life of yours is my fault,” she said calmly, keeping her own anger and hurt in check. “Obviously, coming here was a mistake, one I won’t make again. Whatever’s been going on here, you’re stuck so far up your own ass that you can’t tell your friends from your enemies and you know what that’s going to do? Leave you with enemies, because eventually everyone who once liked you will just give up and move on.” 
 
    In spite of himself, some part of him had to admit she was right, but all he could manage to say just then was, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You should be. I’m not your punching bag, and I shouldn’t have had to put up with that shit when we were married either,” she pointed out firmly. “I’m sorry about Marks, and I’m sorry about Trepsis, and I’m sorry about everything else. Can you just please calm down and be reasonable for once?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said again, taking a deep breath and deliberately relaxing his hands, which had balled into tight fists of their own accord. 
 
    “I didn’t realize this was going to be so unpleasant. If I knew what you were facing, I would’ve at least asked Zotz to wait a while before making the trip here. Maybe next time you might want to keep your friends in the loop?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, subdued. “I should have written to you and let you know what was going on, I just got so carried away with everything and writing didn’t seem important.” 
 
    “It’s easy to get bogged down and lose sight of what really matters,” Linda said. “Believe me, I know. But since we’re here now, and I’m sure the people of Trepsis can do without you for a few hours, why don’t we go up to that observation level and leave all of that behind for a while?” 
 
    Sheepishly, he held out a hand to her and smiled. “I’d like that.” 
 
   
  
 

 19. Ruin 
 
    The observation deck wasn’t quite what William had imagined; he was expecting it to be more like the balcony of a tall building, or the bow of a seagoing ship, but instead it felt as though they were standing on top of the vessel, exposed to the space beyond. Somehow, though, the environment was quite comfortable and they were able to breathe easily. 
 
    “Zotz told me there are forcefields and other technical stuff that keeps us safe out here,” Linda explained. “I came out here on our way to Trepsis. It’s really something, isn’t it?” 
 
    William didn’t answer. His eyes were transfixed on the space above them, where swirling tendrils of light, each as brilliant as a star, washed over the invisible barriers that shielded them. It was as if a ballet of color and motion danced along the length of the vessel as twirling, bending, undulating ribbons of light streamed overhead and all around. Linda mentioned how traveling faster than light distorted the space-time around the ship, which produced the spectacle before them, but William didn’t much care about the explanation. He was content to lose himself in something he’d never experienced before and expected he’d never experience again. 
 
    After this, I’ll be going back to Trepsis and then what? Just go on like nothing happened? he wondered. Send Linda and Zotz back to Lexin? Or maybe she’d want to stay with me here? Do I even want her to, as dangerous as things are lately? Sure, I’ve caught Macomb, but what if he has accomplices? 
 
    His mind threatened to run away with him, and already he felt his shoulders tensing with stress. Closing his eyes, he willed himself to let go of that train of thought. He took a deep breath, holding his arms out, and as he allowed himself to relax he could have sworn he actually felt warmth from the luminescent serpents slithering past, so bright that he could still make out every brilliant color even through his closed eyelids. Suddenly, abruptly, the magnificent lights disappeared, the warmth dissipated from around him, and he opened his eyes in disappointment. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “We’ve probably arrived,” Linda replied. 
 
    Zotz’s voice confirmed it. “We have arrived at AX-998. William, if you still doubt this ship’s capabilities, take a look at the stars above you. You’ll see their patterns match nothing you would see on Trepsis, or even Lexin. The constellations here are completely different and unique.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s all very nice, Zotz,” William said coolly, not wanting to let the Sage know that he was convinced. “Can we start heading back now? Or was there something in this area you wanted to show me?” 
 
    “Only this.” 
 
    The sky above them moved to the side and William sensed the ship rotating until an unfamiliar planet appeared before them until soon, it was almost all they could see. William’s stomach lurched from the motion, his sense of direction corrupted, and he gripped his belly with one hand. 
 
    “Ugh, did you have to do that, Zotz? What are we looking at?” 
 
    “This is one of the planets of AX-998. You may not be able to tell from this distance, but it is a world much like Lexin or Trepsis: nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere, comfortable gravity, adequate water. At one time, it apparently enjoyed considerable biodiversity.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now, it is a dead place. Only the ruins of cities remain. What may have once been a great civilization is now but a scar upon the planet’s surface,” Zotz told him. “All complex life was snuffed out; only simple life forms exist.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened here?” 
 
    “No, but I can tell you that the inhabitants were human, like us. They built cities, like us. They lived and breathed and ate and loved and fought and died, like us. They were no doubt children of Earth, like all of us. Do you remember the mural I showed you in the Vault? If you doubted that the events it portrayed were real, does this help convince you otherwise?” 
 
    “It’s not that I didn’t believe you—okay, maybe I didn’t—but what good does that do me now?” 
 
    “Do you not care about your roots? Do you spare not one shred of curiosity for your origins—our origins?” the Sage asked with a disappointed sigh. 
 
    “I’m usually too busy for that,” William answered. 
 
    “That’s a pity. I suppose we shall return to Trepsis, then, if you have no wish to explore this place further.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you. I know you’re really invested in me going looking for Earth, for whatever reason, but I’ve told you and told you, I have too many other responsibilities and I can’t just abandon them,” he said again, almost as though he were trying to convince himself it was a solid reason. 
 
    “Yes, I understand full well what a stubborn man you are,” Zotz said. 
 
    William glanced at Linda, who took a few uncomfortable steps forward to face him. 
 
    “This trip really was a big waste of your time, huh?” she said. 
 
    “This ship is really impressive—I can’t even imagine all the technology it must have that no one on Lexin or Trepsis has ever seen before. I’m amazed by it, really. But what am I supposed to do with it? He’s got this crazy idea in his head that I’m going to lead him to Earth or something and I don’t even know where he got it from,” William tried to explain. “I’m just a militiaman. I’m nobody! Maybe he’s a senile old man, I don’t know, but at any rate I’m sorry he made you part of it. I’m glad you came, though. Really.” 
 
    She gave him a small smile, and before long the sky above was shining bright as day again with the cascade of brilliant hues dancing over them once more. After a while, the brightness began to give him a bit of a headache, and he asked Linda about returning to the control center. They talked a little more as they made their way through the ship back to Zotz’s location. 
 
    “I took up painting again,” she told him. “I’m working fewer hours now, too. I make enough to cover what I need to, though I’m thinking of maybe getting a roommate. I don’t know. That would help split the costs and I could work even less, spend more time painting. I got some canvases and brushes and paints from outside one of the apartment buildings near me. I think someone must have died because they were putting all this stuff out by the street and just leaving it there, which made me a little sad, because who takes perfectly good art supplies and puts them out like trash? There were also a lot of books, so I grabbed a couple: some biographies that looked interesting and stuff like that.” 
 
    “So have you painted anything yet?” he asked her. 
 
    “Just some landscapes. Well, actually, cityscapes. I think I need to take a taxi outside Erzan, bring a canvas and some supplies, and set up out in the country for a day and try to paint what I see. I did that when I was younger. I don’t think I was too bad at it, was I?” 
 
    “You paint a lot better than I ever could. It’s too bad you never kept any of your old work.” 
 
    “I wanted to, but remember? My dad got overzealous with his annual purge during first sprout that one time and he just threw it all out. He wasn’t paying attention, which is just so like him,” she sighed. “Anyway, before I go painting in the country I need an easel.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to hear you’re getting back into it. I know you always liked doing it. Why did you stop in the first place?” he asked. 
 
    “We were both so busy, remember? I worked two jobs and you had your job. There was always so much going on. Most of the time I was just too tired to have any energy for it,” she replied. “That’s why I’m cutting back my hours now, even though it might hurt financially for a while. I’ll find a way to make it work. I need to. I always talked about wanting to do more with my life, but instead here I am waiting tables and dealing with assholes. You leaving Lexin was my wake-up call, I think. You weren’t going to be around anymore, moving on to bigger and better things, and I decided I needed to do that, too.” 
 
    That made sense to him, though he certainly hadn’t intended to influence her in such a way, or in any way. “So, are you planning to head back to Lexin?” 
 
    “I don’t know, honestly. You’ve made it pretty obvious you don’t want me here, and I’m fine with that. I’m not sure why you seem to think it’s too dangerous for me, though.” 
 
    “Because it is,” he stated. “I told you about that guy blowing up the mine, didn’t I? And then an apartment building? There’s too much chaos lately, and you could get hurt or killed.” 
 
    “I know, I know, but really, Will, it’s dangerous no matter where you go,” she said matter-of-factly. “Anyway, I don’t want to argue about it, so I’ll just go back, I guess. Would you be offended if I ask Zotz bring me to visit once in a while, if he’s okay with it, of course? I’ll have to find a way to pay him or something.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think money matters much to him, but you could always pay him with art,” he suggested. 
 
    She laughed. “I like that idea. Maybe he’ll hang it all over this ship and spice the place up a little.” 
 
    “All these blank walls are a bit bland,” agreed William. 
 
    Soon, they arrived back at the control room and found Zotz studying the center table intently. The holographic starfield was gone and the lights had been turned up to a normal level. 
 
    “Welcome back,” said the Sage, without turning his head. “We should be arriving back at Trepsis shortly, and then I can return you and your closet criminal back to your lives on the surface.” 
 
    William was slightly embarrassed to admit to himself that he had almost forgotten about Andrew Macomb. Pointing at the closet where Zotz had trapped his prisoner, he inquired, “Is he just being quiet in there? I haven’t heard him bang on the door or anything.” 
 
    “The ship’s construction is quite proficient at absorbing sound. He could be screaming like a madman in there and we would never hear a peep from him out here.” 
 
    “Wow, that sure would be useful some nights in the detention area,” William joked. “When people are drunk enough, they seem to think everyone else is hard of hearing.” 
 
    Zotz was unamused. “We are approaching the planet now,” he announced coolly. 
 
    “I’ll go grab Macomb from the closet then,” William said. “I assume that pod you sent down to get me can take us back to the surface?” 
 
    Zotz nodded distractedly, his gaze drawn to one of the monitors. “Hmm. Something seems to be wrong.” 
 
    William went over to stand beside the Sage, looking at the same screen, but he couldn’t tell what might be of concern. “Well, don’t keep it all to yourself. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Normally the settlement gives off significant electromagnetic radiation: light, radio, heat. This makes it quite easy to find,” answered Zotz, frowning. 
 
    “But..?” 
 
    “Take a look for yourself,” he answered, stepping back from the monitor so William had a better view. “There is no electromagnetic signature on the surface of Trepsis whatsoever. I cannot detect anything down there. My instruments do not seem to be malfunctioning, so either the entire colony has lost power, or...” 
 
    “Or something worse has happened,” William finished for him, a feeling of foreboding washing over him. 
 
    Moments later, the four of them were in a pod heading down toward the surface. 
 
    Macomb had initially protested being dragged from the closet, but William was in no mood to put up with any more of the man’s distractions. “You’re coming with us, so just shut your mouth,” William warned him, and for the time being Macomb did. 
 
    Zotz guided the little ship toward the colony’s known position and performed a safe, soft landing. None of them were fully prepared for the horror that awaited them as the front door slowly slid open to reveal only rubble where mere hours before buildings had stood. 
 
    Cautiously, William stepped out of the pod, surveying the scene before him. He recognized the burned wreckage of the efficiency apartment building that Macomb had bombed, but now everything else around it had also been destroyed, like a great fist from the sky had pounded the Trepsis colony into the dirt. Nytrolus headquarters was in ruins, across the street from it very little remained of what had been the Militiamen station, and behind that sat a hulk of flattened metal shrapnel where he used to live. Trepsis had never sported a very impressive skyline, and now the entire colony, or at least the footprint of where it had been, was completely annihilated. 
 
    He felt like he should have cried, as if the weight of his failure to protect this place and the people who lived here should have brought him to his knees, but instead, the scene was so overwhelming that he found he felt nothing, at first. 
 
    “Who did this?” he asked, turning to Zotz as wisps of rage began to awaken inside him. 
 
    “Why would you think that I would be able to answer that question?” the Sage snapped. 
 
    “It seems awfully convenient that you just happened to come and get me at just the right moment so that I would be spared from all of this!” he accused. “Or maybe you did it yourself while Linda and I were on the observation level.” 
 
    William felt his fists clenching again. He wasn’t sure that he actually believed Zotz was responsible, but his rationality was being rapidly being dominated by the anger welling up inside him looking for an outlet. 
 
    “William, I cannot believe you just said that to me!” Zotz responded, offended. “I’ve always thought of you as an honorable man, an intelligent man, one who is not prone to specious accusations and rash judgments. If I wanted to force you into leaving with me, which I do not, I certainly would not have done it at the expense of almost a thousand lives!” 
 
    Something about that comment cut through William’s anger. Wait a minute, he thought, realization striking him. Why are there no bodies? 
 
    “Have any of you noticed any bodies, or anyone at all for that matter?” he asked the three of them, but none of them had. 
 
    “What do you think that means?” Linda wondered, stepping closer to him. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe someone, or something, took them?” he surmised, kneeling down to dig his fingers into the cold dirt. “I want to know what happened here, Zotz. Your ship has information, doesn’t it? Do you think it can offer any answers?” 
 
    “The destruction here is consistent with only one force I am aware of,” said the Sage, “The Totality.” 
 
    William shot to his feet in an instant. “The Totality?! Somebody gave me a note that mentioned them when I was on my way here, it said: ‘Look out for the Totality.’ What is the Totality? And how do you and this Bob guy know about them? I’d never even heard of them, but since coming here I’ve had one person give me a cryptic note about them and you mention them casually while we’re standing over my destroyed town. Tell me what you know.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I know very little,” Zotz said apologetically. “Transcendence‘s memory stores mention the Totality in passing in several places, but always with the caveat to avoid them at all costs. When they come upon a planet, they destroy everything, much as was done here, and they leave no bodies behind.” 
 
    “Do they take prisoners, then?” Linda asked, a cold shiver running up her spine. “Are the colonists still alive somewhere?” 
 
    “So the ship’s records say,” Zotz said, nodding. “The Totality take prisoners alive, but where they take them and what they do with them, I could not tell you.” 
 
    “Talk about bad timing,” Macomb commented in a voice just loud enough for the others to hear. “Or good timing, depending on how you look at it.” 
 
    “Shut up, Macomb,” William barked, turned his attention back to Zotz. “Let’s assume the Totality did this, as you suggest. How do we find them? Can your ship pick up their trail and lead us to them? Maybe we can get everyone back. Your ship has weapons, right? How do you think it’ll stand up to these Totality things? I mean, I don’t even know what we’re talking about here. What do they look like? What do they do besides destroy other people’s cities and take prisoners? Do they negotiate?” 
 
    “Those are all questions I have no answers for. I believe we may be able to pursue the Totality, and if we can find them, we must learn about them and formulate a strategy to combat them. A frontal attack would be most unwise. If they are dangerous enough for the Order to fear, and you have all seen what the Order is capable of, then it would be prudent for us to exercise the utmost caution.” 
 
    William concurred. “But time’s wasting, and we need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Is there anything you need from here before we go?” Linda asked. 
 
    William thought for a moment, gazing at the remnants of his apartment building. “Let’s just go.” 
 
    Wherever you are, Rios, I hope you’re kicking Totality asses! he thought grimly. I wouldn’t expect anything less from you. 
 
   
  
 

 20. The Journey Begins 
 
    Few words were spoken among the four of them on the trip back to the Transcendence of Light; each of them was lost in their own thoughts about what they had experienced on Trepsis. 
 
    Could I have stopped it if I’d been there, William wondered, beating himself up a bit over it, Or would I have been taken with everyone else? Even if I’d been taken along with all of them, at least I could try to keep them calm, assuage their fears, try to help figure out a way to get us all to safety. 
 
    Rationally, he knew the answer was obvious; there was nothing in his power that he could have done to save the people of the settlement. His presence would have made no difference whatsoever other than giving their enemy one extra warm body to add to their spoils. Emotionally, however, it was another matter entirely. William couldn’t help feeling that he had let them all down: Demeter, Torres, Rios, Harvey, Jack, all the people whose names he’d never had the time to learn. Such thoughts ate him alive all the way back to the ship. 
 
    Once aboard, however, he did his best to bring himself under control and get down to business. “Zotz, I don’t want Macomb roaming the ship freely. He is still my prisoner, as far as everyone else is concerned. Are there secured rooms here?” 
 
    “There are cells that serve as ship’s brig down below.” 
 
    William roughly grabbed Macomb by the arm again, and said, “Good, I want him in one. Lead the way!” 
 
    “Wait a second!” Andrew protested. “Trepsis is gone, everything’s destroyed. You have absolutely no evidence to hold me on, now. You’ve got nothing on me, Pearson, and I demand that you return me to Lexin at once.” 
 
    “I think you are overestimating your position here, Macomb. No one on Lexin knows about any of this yet, and when they do find out, they’ll assume that you and I vanished along with everyone else. That means not one single person on Lexin will know or care if I lock you up on this ship or simply kill you. Given the choice, which would you prefer?” 
 
    Macomb scowled. “I thought you a more equitable man than this.” 
 
    “Well unfortunately for you, I don’t give a shit about your opinion of me. You think this is unfair? I can show you unfair, if you really want to see it,” William growled. “You killed how many people? If I were you, I’d be relieved that for the time being, you’re being allowed to remain among the living yourself.” 
 
    “William,” Zotz interjected, “Are you quite certain this man committed the crimes of which he is accused?” 
 
    “He all but confessed,” William assured him. “He tried to play some stupid mindfuck game with us back at the station, and I have no doubt that he would have killed even more people if he’d been given the opportunity. It was just lucky Demeter caught him when he did.” 
 
    “Demeter?” 
 
    “One of my officers. He’s probably boring his captors to death as we speak with his over-analysis of the situation and by-the-book attitude,” William explained. “He had his eyes out there on the street, caught Macomb, and brought him in. I’ll give you all the details later, but for right now I just need you to trust me and put this guy in a cell. I’ll figure out what to do with him later.” 
 
    Zotz nodded, stepping close enough to William that the militiaman’s first instinct was to back away a few steps. Zotz was slightly taller, and the way he put his face right in front of William’s made him uncomfortable. 
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight,” the Sage said firmly. “On this ship, we play by my rules. There are four of us, and I believe we can work together to come to agreeable terms on all matters of discussion. If Macomb is the murderer you claim he is, then we will deal with him at a more appropriate time, and when that time comes, we will all have a voice in it.” 
 
    “Even me?” asked Macomb asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Even you. For now, though, let’s get you to a cell.” 
 
    Zotz led the way, explaining more about the ship as they went since it seemed they were going to be enjoying an extended stay aboard the Transcendence. “The ship has forty-seven levels. At its maximum safe velocity, it can travel one light year every five minutes, and with experience I’ve determined that it can only sustain this kind of speed for a few hours at a time. A more typical cruising speed is around one light year per hour, but considering that it takes months for a sleeper to travel the half a light year or so from Lexin to Trepsis, I think you will agree that this is quite an advanced vessel,” he told them. “The only real question I have at this point is whether it is advanced enough to pursue the Totality.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, how are we going to track them?” asked William. 
 
    “I’ve already set the ship to that task; it is currently scanning the area around Trepsis for any particulates or energy signatures that might give us something to go on. Nothing has been found thus far, but Transcendence is still at work.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    “Perhaps a few hours,” replied the Sage. “Energy signatures tend to decay more quickly than, say, footprints or vehicle tracks; however, if it was the Totality as I believe, then there is only one place they would have gone.” 
 
    The three of them stared at him expectantly. 
 
    “Do you remember the large black orb in the mural down in the Vault, William? The one all the other vessels avoided?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m guessing that’s where you think they went?” 
 
    “It is. Some of the records speak of a place known as the ‘Totality Fortress,’ which is said to be immense, enclosing numerous star systems. The black sphere in the mural would certainly fit that description,” Zotz said. 
 
    “Do you have any idea know where to find this fortress?” asked Linda apprehensively. 
 
    “If you’re actively scanning for it, an object that large should be relatively easy to detect; part of the sky would be dark where you would normally expect to see stars. From the surface of a planet such as Lexin, where stars are not a common sight to begin with, it might not be as easy to spot, but the job is surely within this ship’s capabilities. I will have Transcendence begin the scan as soon as we return to the control center.” 
 
    By this time, they had arrived at the brig. A long row of cells lined both sides of the corridor, and instead of bars, each one was secured by a thin, almost invisible film which flexed slightly, bowing inward when William applied pressure to it. 
 
    “Will this actually hold anyone?” he wondered aloud. 
 
    “Go ahead and see,” Zotz encouraged. “Hit it as hard as you can.” 
 
    William gave it a swift kick, and while it did bow slightly, it bounced back easily and showed no signs of damage or weakening. “That stuff’s harder than it looks,” he commented, his foot throbbing from the blow. 
 
    “Indeed. It is something akin to a superfluid: its properties change depending on the amount of force imparted upon it. The more you try to break it down, the sturdier it becomes.” 
 
    “You could have just told me that,” William grumbled, massaging his sore foot. 
 
    “That wouldn’t have been any fun,” Zotz said with a mischievous smile. “Besides, I thought it a fitting reprisal for your earlier attitude.” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    Linda giggled in spite of herself, covering her smile with one hand. 
 
    Touching a panel next to one of the cells, Zotz input instructions and the film disappeared. He held out a hand, waving to Macomb, who entered his new prison without complaint. 
 
    “What about food and water?” Andrew asked, as Zotz replaced the film over the cell’s opening. 
 
    Zotz drew his attention to a small opening on the wall inside the cell. “The button on the left summons food and the one on the right summons water. Quantities are rationed based on your necessary daily intake, which is calculated by the ship’s computer. I can’t promise you it will taste good, but it is thoroughly nutritious.” 
 
    “I hope you have better food to offer us,” William said, realizing suddenly that he was very hungry and could not recall when he’d last eaten. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t. Transcendence provides pure water and one type of meal only. I’ve eaten enough of it over the years that I have become accustomed to it, but for the rest of you it may take some time to adjust.” 
 
    After pointing out the hygiene facilities of the cell for Andrew, Zotz led Linda and William out of the brig once more. 
 
    “Are you sure we shouldn’t go back to Lexin?” Linda asked, as they made their way through the ship. 
 
    “If we do not act quickly, we will lose any opportunity we may have had to pursue and confront our enemy,” the Sage replied bluntly. 
 
    “Plus,” commented William, “If I go back to Lexin they’ll probably lock me up and that won’t do any of us any good.” 
 
    “Well, what if just one of us went then?” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell us that you want to go home, Linda?” William asked. “I thought you wanted to be here, going off on this big adventure.” 
 
    “I do, but I want to have a choice! I don’t like feeling like I’m trapped here whether I like it or not,” she answered. 
 
    “I doubt anyone would like that, but I just don’t see what choice we have at this point. It’s basically my fault you’re stuck here to begin with, but at least here I can keep an eye on you and know you’re safe,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, until we get shot at by the Totality or something.” 
 
    “I guess we’d better make damn sure we don’t get shot at, then.” 
 
    Arriving at the control room again, Zotz checked to see if the ship had determined any new information and announced, “We do have a vector! It’s a coreward trajectory, at an incline of sixteen degrees from the galactic plane. I believe that we can pursue, but the sublight trail ends near the edge of the solar system. From there, we can only assume the ship continued on the same course at superluminal velocity.” 
 
    “What about the fortress thing you mentioned?” Linda asked. “Any news on that?” 
 
    “Those scans should be underway soon. Unfortunately, the ship cannot perform detailed scans while traveling faster than light, so we’ll have to accumulate whatever data we can as we approach the edge of the system, then proceed at FTL and hope we come across something of value.” 
 
    “I guess that’s all we can do? I feel useless just riding along like this,” William grumbled. 
 
    “Have faith, William. We have substantial technology at our disposal here. I would not give up easily if I were you.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not me,” he snapped back. “So don’t tell me how I should react. Just get on with your scans and follow that trail.” 
 
    One glance at Linda, standing awkwardly on the other side of the table looking uncomfortable, made William realize that once again he had let his frustration get the better of him and he needed to keep better control. He muttered something like an apology to Zotz and commenced pacing around the room, feeling impatient and impotent. Finally, Zotz suggested that they might want to lie down and get some sleep while they could, since there was nothing they could do while the ship was scanning. William’s instinct was to resist but the Sage read him clearly. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, William, and you will be absolutely no good to the Trepsis colonists if you are too tired to think clearly. Go. Get some sleep. Transcendence can do her work while we rest, and believe me, we will be awakened if the ship catches up to our quarry or anything else happens at all.” 
 
    William sighed and his shoulders fell as he gave in. He allowed Zotz to lead him through the ship once again with Linda trailing along behind. 
 
    “These were, I believe, the officers’ quarters,” said Zotz, opening a door to let them inside. “They are well-appointed, as you can see: bed, bureau, desk, table, personal bathroom with sink, toilet, and shower. Over there, you will find the same system for food and drink as the cells downstairs and that panel on the wall by the bathing facilities produces clothing to your measurements. All you have to do is just press the blue button in order to engage the voice response system. I will be across the hall in my room, if you need me for anything.” 
 
    Zotz left the room, closing the door behind him, leaving Linda and William looking at each other. She raised a questioning eyebrow at him. Too exhausted to bother discussing the same old thing again, he responded with a noncommittal shrug and climbed into bed, leaving enough space for her if she decided to make use of it. He expected it would be hard to fall asleep, with his mind as active as it was turning over the problems they faced and examining them from every angle, but it was mere moments before fatigue overruled him. He was not even aware of it when Linda crawled under the blanket and curled up beside him, nor did he notice when she left the room hours later. 
 
    It seemed like he’d only just fallen asleep when Zotz’s insistent calls over the intra-ship communication system awakened him. Fumbling around on the nightstand beside the bed, he finally located the little speaker that had broken through his slumber so sharply and pressed the button to respond. 
 
    “Zotz, I heard you. Just give me a minute,” he said, sitting up bleary-eyed on the edge of the bed. 
 
    It was closer to fifteen minutes before William arrived back in the control center, and at least five of those minutes had been spent figuring out how to operate the ship’s shower system, which did not actually involve water but certainly got the dirt off in a matter of seconds. A few more minutes were lost figuring out the automated clothing system, and a few more finding his way back. Linda greeted him with a smile, signaling him over to the table where she and Zotz were busy working. She pointed to the table’s surface, where a green spot slowly blinked against the bright white background of the table. 
 
    “You see that, Will? It’s a planet,” she told him excitedly. 
 
    “Aren’t there a lot of planets out there?” 
 
    “This one is inhabited,” Zotz said, as if he couldn’t believe it himself. 
 
   
  
 

 21. A Golden Dream 
 
    Following a more or less direct vector from where their enemy had departed the Trepsis solar system, this solar system was the first their course had encountered, and Zotz thought it rather curious that they would discover an inhabited planet right away. 
 
    “It may be a coincidence,” he said. “Then again, it may not. It warrants further investigation.” 
 
    “Okay, but if we don’t find anything related to the attack on Trepsis, we need to leave immediately,” said William. “You said yourself that we can’t afford to waste any time.” 
 
    Zotz could hardly argue with that. He insisted on running some routine scans of the planet before they departed for the surface, however, and William didn’t much like the sound of what could turn out to be a lengthy process. 
 
    “How long is that going to take?” 
 
    “We need to ensure the environment is suitable for us. The atmosphere and gravity are fine from the looks of things, but there is always the possibility of allergens, microbes, and other unknowns that may adversely impact us,” Zotz explained. “A detailed atmospheric sample will give us the information we need in order to safely proceed, and that may be a few hours.” 
 
    William frowned. “Is there anything we can do to speed the process along?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. It takes as long as it takes. I will engage the surveys and scans so we’ll have as complete a picture as possible of the planet’s situation. There is one other issue, however,” said the Sage. “As I explained before, this planet is inhabited. They appear to be humanoid, at least so far as initials scans can determine. If we are to proceed to the surface, there is the small matter of how to communicate with them.” 
 
    “It’s not likely that they’re going to be speaking Lexinian,” Linda commented with a wry smile. 
 
    “I assume you have a solution in mind?” William asked impatiently. 
 
    Zotz smiled his understanding. “Of course. This ship offers an elegant and permanent solution to communication with other human civilizations. All that is required is a simple injection containing microscopic machines which penetrate the visual, auditory and language centers of your brain. Any language you encounter, be it spoken, written, or gestural, will automatically be translated within your brain. You will also be able to communicate fluently in said language. Of course, this only works for languages the Order is familiar with, which I can tell you is quite a comprehensive list.” 
 
    “Just break out the translation devices!” William blurted out. “That’s what you’re talking about, right?” 
 
    “Ones that go in your brain,” Linda said, her apprehension obvious. “You’re going to inject tiny machines into my brain and they’ll help me speak other languages? Am I the only one who finds that more than a little creepy?” 
 
    “I’ve had these devices in my brain for decades, and no ill effects have been noted,” Zotz assured them. “No meaningful records of this particular planet exist in the ship’s memory apart from a location reference, so there may be no record of whatever language they use to communicate either. Nevertheless, the translators should be able to learn the local language after a brief adjustment period, and then we should be able to speak with them.” 
 
    “Sounds great, sign me up!” William said, his voice oozing sarcasm, “Alien planets, abducted colonists, brain implants...” 
 
    “Sometimes, William, you have to think outside of the little box you keep yourself in. Sometimes you have to do more than simply question your suspects, you must also question your assumptions,” said the Sage. “You have assumed me to be a rather deranged elderly man with harmless, but ultimately misguided, intentions; I challenge you to see that I am more lucid, saner and more firmly grounded, than most anyone you’ve ever met. I have reasons for believing everything I do, even if I lack the time and the inclination to fully explain myself to you.” 
 
    William thought it over, and realizing that in the end he didn’t really have a lot of options, he finally let out a frustrated sigh. “Fine. Give me the damn injection.” 
 
    “Same here,” said Linda bravely. 
 
    Zotz smiled. “You won’t regret it, I promise. I will be right back.” 
 
    A few minutes later, he returned with two small cylinders. At Zotz’s direction, William apprehensively extended his right arm with the wrist facing up, watching as Zotz pressed one of the cylinders filled with translucent, light-green fluid into the flesh of his wrist. The fluid quickly vanished, and then the Sage repeated the process with Linda. At first nothing felt different, then all of a sudden William began to feel light-headed and the room lurched around him. For a moment, he thought he might pass out but Zotz had anticipated this sort of reaction and quickly moved to prop him up. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Zotz said, his voice like a distant echo, “The sensation will pass momentarily.” 
 
    It did pass, quite quickly in fact, and William’s blurred vision returned to normal along with his sense of balance and awareness. He looked around the control room, which suddenly seemed like a different room entirely, and he realized that he could read everything around him that had been nothing more than unintelligible symbols moments before. “PROPULSION,” “SENSOR,” “NAVIGATION,” “ENGINEERING,” “SHIP-TO-SURFACE;” all of the signs and labels throughout the room were as familiar to him as if they had never been anything else. 
 
    “This is incredible.” 
 
    Zotz smiled. “As I said, there are many advantages to the technology this ship offers and there will be more, I can promise you. Soon, we will be prepared to depart for the planet’s surface and you can witness the full potential of what you’ve just endured.” 
 
    A couple of hours later, Transcendence deemed the planet safe to visit. Zotz noted with some degree of curiosity that the planet appeared to completely lack anything in the way of microbes harmful to humans, and while not an impossible prospect, he clearly found it intriguing. 
 
    “One of us should remain on board to look after the ship,” Zotz declared. “Even though it can be controlled remotely, I’d rather not leave it completely unattended in orbit.” 
 
    The three of them looked at each other, and it was clear that all of them wanted to see what this new planet was all about. 
 
    “Well, I definitely need to go down there,” William said. “I need to question people, find out if they know anything about the Totality or the abduction.” 
 
    “Either Linda or myself would be perfectly capable of that, as well,” Zotz pointed out, and William had to admit it was true even if he did feel that he was more qualified to question people. “We need to be fair about this.” 
 
    The Sage wrote the numbers 1, 2, and 3 on a slip of paper and folded it into three sections, carefully tearing them apart. Placing them face down on the table, he mixed them up and said: “Whoever takes number three remains behind.” 
 
    William didn’t notice what order Zotz had written the numbers, but he thought it safe to assume that the piece of paper with two perforations would be 2, so he chose that one. Linda selected hers, and Zotz picked up the last. William looked at his number and was surprised to see it was not 2 after all, it was 1. Linda held the 2, which left the Sage remaining behind aboard Transcendence. Without further ado, he escorted them to the dropship bay. 
 
    “This is your first sojourn to an alien world. There is no time to teach you the Order’s protocols about these things as they are quite extensive, but I can summarize with this advice: treat them with respect, deference, and dialogue,” Zotz told them. “If you find their beliefs, practices, or culture peculiar, or even offensive, hold your tongue and keep it yourself. Defer to their laws and traditions as much as possible. Remember, it is their world, not yours. If they appear open to conversation with you, by all means, indulge them; teach them about our culture, if they wish to learn. Avoid insulting them at all costs! If they require a show of good faith in order to engage with you fairly, accommodate them if you can. We know nothing of these people and a good first impression will be invaluable.” 
 
    “What about weapons? We’re not going to a strange planet unarmed, are we?” asked William. 
 
    “If you find yourself needing a weapon, then you have failed,” said the Sage, directing a level gaze at the Chief Militiaman. “This ship and all its wondrous capabilities are merely tools, and even they cannot compensate for a lack of judgment or foresight. A gun at your side only offers the illusion of protection, since you and Linda would be fatally outnumbered if things deteriorated into a firefight. If I suspect the situation is getting out of control and to the point that it will soon involve violence, I shall intervene myself.” 
 
    “You mean you’ll be monitoring us?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Yes. The same translators that will help you communicate with the locals will also transmit back to the ship, both for the purposes of updating its linguistic processing systems and so that I may listen in real-time.” 
 
    “So much for privacy,” William said with a sly smile. “I knew there had to be a downside to these translator things!” 
 
    “I can, of course, halt the monitoring if you require privacy at some point, you need only say so. I would simply prefer to have it active as much as possible, for the sake of your safety.” 
 
    “Fine, keep it on for now, but if I say to turn it off, you’d better.” 
 
    “Of course, William.” 
 
    “And don’t let Macomb out of that cell for any reason. I don’t know if you have any plans to go talk to him, but my suggestion is that you don’t. He likes to fuck with your head. It’s what he does. He’ll get you feeling sorry for him or something for being short or fat or unloved or being an unrecognized genius. Just promise me you won’t listen to him.” 
 
    “I have no intention of disturbing him.” 
 
    Zotz programmed a dropship to take them down to the surface and deliver them to a site near the edge of the largest settlement Transcendence had detected on the planet, a city of roughly six million people, and the only significant humanoid presence. 
 
    “Whenever you are prepared to return to Transcendence, simply return to the dropship and activate the return mechanism,” instructed the Sage, indicating a large red button next to the door to make sure they knew which one he meant. “Good luck.” 
 
    Linda smiled a little nervously at William. “Really for a little adventure, Will?” 
 
    “I don’t know how you can be so excited about this,” he replied as the pod door sealed shut. 
 
    “It beats being a grouch. Let’s face it, you were always a grouch, it’s just that now you feel really justified about being one.” 
 
    “Talk to me next time you lose a whole colony,” he snapped at her. 
 
    The ship shuddered as it began its descent, causing them both to press their bodies back against the wall and hold tightly onto the handles. 
 
    “I’m not getting into that with you right now. Let’s make a rule: no bickering in front of the aliens.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m just going to save it up for when we get back to the ship.” 
 
    “Wow, I think I’m going to faint. Did you actually just make a joke?” she teased. 
 
    “You’d better hope I’m joking!” he said sharply, but his smile gave him away. 
 
    Somehow he felt a little better, even though recent events continued to weigh heavily on his shoulders. He hoped the planet below was interesting enough to keep distracting him for a while, at least as long as it took to get the information he needed without having time to analyze what it meant. 
 
    Soon they landed, and the door of the dropship slowly opened. Linda was closer to the door, so she took the first few cautious steps out onto the surface followed by William. They found themselves amid a bed of thick, lush grass tall enough to tickle their ankles, and incredibly soft beneath their feet. Amazingly, when they lifted their feet it sprang back up as if it had never been stepped on. The grass covered quite a distance, until it reached a line of trees where it disappeared below a vast forest canopy. 
 
    Behind the pod they could see the actual settlement, though “settlement” understated matters dramatically: what stretched out before them was an enormous city which began as a series of short, rectangular buildings neatly arranged in rows. 
 
    “It looks like a giant circle,” Linda said, in awe. “But it’s so much bigger up close than it was in orbit, way bigger than I imagined.” 
 
    William couldn’t help but agree. The curvature of the planet logically should have made most of the city disappear behind the buildings nearest them, and it would have if they were all the same height, but the farther one got into the city, the taller and more elaborate the buildings became. In the center, great columns, spires and towers rose up, culminating in a tremendous needle-shaped building that seemed to pierce the clouds. From end to end, from the edge to the center, the entire city was a sparkling, glittering gold in the daylight. 
 
    The two of them glanced at one another, and began to head toward the city when William heard a noise and turned back. The dropship was slowly vanishing from view; it did not rise into the sky or sink into the ground, it merely disappeared as if it had never been there. After a moment of panic, William realized he “knew” that the dropships automatically hid themselves from prying eyes, and it would show up again once they were close enough to it. 
 
    As they approached the city, there was no one in sight and William began to wonder if everyone nearby had holed up inside to hide from the strange visitors. “Holed up” was perhaps the wrong term, since none of the buildings had doors, just open archways, but even so, nobody was visible through any of those. Finally, a man with short-cropped blond hair, decked out in gold shorts and tunic, rounded the corner from a nearby side street and walked toward them. He held up one hand and said something, but the man’s voice was muffled and William didn’t quite catch it. The man tried again and it sounded like a greeting, so William decided to raise his hand and say hello back. 
 
    The man said something else as he came closer, which sounded like gibberish to William, and he exchanged a questioning look with Linda. Why aren’t these stupid translators working? As if on cue, suddenly he understood: the words “Welcome to Golden” formed in his head, and he discovered that he also knew how to respond. 
 
    “Thank you. My name is William, and this is Linda.” 
 
    The man bowed respectfully to each of them. “It is our honor to receive you, William and Linda. You are off-worlders, are you not?” 
 
    “We are. We come seeking information.” 
 
    “We will share any information we possess. What do you wish to know?” asked the man. 
 
    “Do you know anything about people being abducted by the Totality?” 
 
    The man’s pleasant smile evaporated. “You will find no Totality here, nor anything of their ilk. Golden is a sanctuary from those creatures. No Totality may ever breach our skies nor afflict our hearts.” 
 
    William realized that he had approached the situation in entirely the wrong way. “I’m really very sorry, I meant no offense. We’re no friends of the Totality, in fact we think they took our people, and we are just trying to find them and bring them home.” 
 
    “It is said that those who seek the Totality are embarking on Death’s Errand,” the man said. 
 
    “I’ll take that to mean you think this is a really bad idea. Once again, I’m sorry. I apologize for troubling you, we’ll just be on our way then. You have a beautiful city here and we’ll leave it just as we found it.” 
 
    As he turned away, the man darted in front of them with surprising speed. “Wait! You can’t leave so soon, we rarely receive visits from off-worlders and it is our custom that all visitors must meet with the Council. They might even have information about the Totality that I do not!” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer,” he replied, “But it sounds like you have nothing to do with the Totality, and we really don’t want to bother you.” 
 
    Linda put a cautionary hand on his arm and gave him a meaningful look. “William, remember what Zotz said about respecting the customs of these people?” She said to the man: “We would be honored to meet with your Council and learn anything they would like to share with us.” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” exclaimed their host with a grin. “Please follow me. I will make the arrangements.” 
 
    “What have you gotten us into?” whispered William. 
 
    The man introduced himself as Redlan, leading them directly toward the center of the city. Along the way, William noticed that there were no cars, no trams, no signs of an underground transportation system, absolutely no mechanized vehicular activity of any kind. They passed through a market square which had simple wheeled carts and many patrons, but there was no pervading sense of chaos like the markets of Erzan: the people were orderly, polite, and calm, waiting their turn, no one crowded each other, and not once did he observe someone running from the scene for having just stolen an item from a cart. For that matter, he didn’t notice anything akin to law enforcement officers either, which he found quite peculiar considering an area with so many people was bound to have conflicts and criminality requiring intervention. 
 
    Redlan deftly weaved through the crowd and William and Linda almost had to jog to keep up, yet somehow he never bumped into anyone and those who saw them coming were kind enough to clear a path for them. Every single person they saw was clad in essentially the same garb as Redlan: gold tunic, gold shorts and sandals. Some were decorated with gold earrings, necklaces, or hats, and all of them blended in easily with one another. William thought for sure that their obviously different clothing set them apart as outsiders, but even the people who actually noticed them did not stop them or look at them oddly. 
 
    Even Redlan didn’t seem surprised by our presence, he considered. At least until I mentioned the Totality, that certainly scared him. I wonder what the people here know about them. 
 
    The golden spire in the center of the city stretched so high above them that William and Linda had to crane their necks uncomfortably just to see the point where it breached the clouds. A series of stairs in diminishing concentric circles led from ground level to the entrance archway, and following their guide inside they found themselves in a lavish lobby occupied by fountains and sculptures the likes of which they had never seen before. The fountains had circular pools with golden protrusions that spouted water in fanciful formations and unusual patterns, never holding a particular form for more than a few seconds at a time, and the sculptures were of the human form, both male and female, of all shapes and sizes. Some depicted couples engaged in romantic activities which varied from simple loving embraces to blatantly sexual situations that were too graphic for William’s comfort level, though Linda seemed completely unperturbed by it. 
 
    “None of this stuff bothers you?” William whispered, as their host disappeared through an inner doorway, leaving them to wait in the lobby. 
 
    “Why would it? It’s just sex. At least people here seem to know how to have a good time.” 
 
    Thankfully, William did not have to spend much longer trying not to look at the erotic golden sculptures as Redlan quickly returned to them, out of breath. 
 
    “The Council is ready to receive you,” he told them. “Please come with me!” 
 
    Following Redlan through the same archway he had used a few minutes before, they were suddenly inside a translucent cylinder large enough to hold a handful of people, with an opening carved at the base. Their guide explained that the cylinder was a transportation device that would take them directly to the Council Chamber, and even though William could not imagine how it would do that, he gamely did as he was told. Before either of them could ask Redlan what would happen next, the tall shaft closed around them and their bodies rocketed upward, even though there was nothing supporting their feet. For several seconds they were flying, at least in a sense, and William began to worry that some aspect of this would go horribly wrong. 
 
    It seemed like hours, but in reality it was less than a minute before they slowed down. A translucent floor formed beneath them as they reached their destination, and cautiously William and Linda stepped out of the tube into a large domed room. Near the base of the dome a walkway circled the perimeter, but there was no obvious way to reach it. Suspended from the center of the dome itself was a curved metal form that looked like some kind of bell, and before them was a massive circular table with the center carved out of it and a platform in the middle. A section had been cut from the side facing them, providing an obvious entrance in order to have the Council as audience. 
 
    Numerous individuals were seated around the outside perimeter of the table, but something about them didn’t seem right to William; maybe their proportions were off or it could have been that the table simply made it seem that way. From a distance, he could see their strangely round and youthful faces, and as he neared the platform in the center he realized it was not his imagination: they were children. William approached the edge of the dais with Linda close behind him. 
 
    “Redlan told us you are off-worlders,” said a golden-haired boy. 
 
    “That’s right,” he answered. “Are you in charge here?” 
 
    “We are all in charge here. You may speak to any of us as peers.” 
 
    “No offense, but... where are your parents? Why is your Council made up of children?” 
 
    Linda drove her elbow painfully into William’s ribcage to shut him up. “What he means to say is, where we come from, adults are usually our leaders so he is wondering how you came to have your particular sort of Council.” 
 
    A young girl responded: “It has been our tradition on Golden for many generations, for it is said that when our people first settled this world, the adults made war and destruction. Many times our very survival was threatened. After the great conflict, nearly all of the adults were killed by war, famine, and disease, leaving only children to care for the injured and elderly who survived. It was decided then that adults would never control the destiny of this world again; once a child reaches the age of majority, they can no longer hold political power of any kind.” 
 
    “Everyone accepts this arrangement? There is no dissension?” asked Linda curiously. 
 
    “It has been our way for a long time,” the girl replied. “There are always new children being born, and once they have learned to read and write, they are considered old enough to join us. The fifty-two of us who sit on the Council are chosen by lottery.” 
 
    “Your city seems very peaceful,” William remarked, grudgingly admitting to himself that Linda was handling the situation far better than he had been. “But I didn’t see any police. What do you do about crime?” 
 
    Another girl answered his question: “We have had off-worlders ask that before. In fact, we find your ‘police’ concept very strange, as we have no crime here. Why would people willfully hurt one another in such ways? It makes no sense to us.” 
 
    “No one ever hurts anyone else on this planet?” William asked, astonished. “Did someone just decide it would be that way and you all agreed to it, or what?” 
 
    “There is simply no need,” the first boy responded. “We have ample food and water, and we are all healthy. People spend their days reading, writing, creating, and recreating. To be honest, while occasionally there is a conflict that we assist in resolving, there is not a lot of work for the Council to do other than oversee the city and take pride in it. Well, and receive visitors when they happen by.” 
 
    “It’s a very nice city you have here,” William commented. “There was something I asked Redlan that he seemed uncomfortable discussing, and I’m hoping you can tell me a little more than he did. You see, we came here because everyone on our planet was abducted while we happened to be exploring elsewhere, and we think the Totality took them. We followed their trail to this region, but we are not sure if they’re here, have been here, or perhaps we may have lost the trail altogether. We don’t know much about them, and we’re hoping you might have some information that can help us.” 
 
    Their expressions unanimously turned sour at the mention of the Totality. 
 
    One of the girls said, “We don’t talk about the Totality.” 
 
    “They’re bad,” said another. 
 
    “Evil.” 
 
    “Destructive.” 
 
    “They hurt people.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be talking about them!” 
 
    “That’s enough!” one of the boys shouted above the rest. 
 
    “I’m sorry to upset all of you, that wasn’t my intention at all. If you don’t want to talk about this, that’s fine. Redlan insisted on bringing us to see you, otherwise we would have left already. This seems to be a sore subject for you all, so we’ll just go,” William said apologetically. 
 
    “No, you don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “We just don’t like to talk about the Totality.” 
 
    “Please don’t mention them.” 
 
    “They’re evil.” 
 
    “Yes, we don’t like them.” 
 
    “So I’m guessing that none of you have heard of a colony called Trepsis, or know anything about what happened there?” William asked. 
 
    They all shook their heads. 
 
    “Trepsis is a silly name,” one commented. 
 
    “We’re very sorry to have troubled you,” Linda said. “We will just leave the way we came.” 
 
    “No!” one of them cried. “We don’t get many off-worlders. At least let us welcome you properly. We should have a feast!” 
 
    “A feast!” another agreed. 
 
    William really wanted to get going and try to find the Trepsis colonists, but he didn’t want to offend the people of Golden so he acquiesced with a sigh. “Okay, we’ll stay, but just for the feast and then we will have to get going. Is that acceptable?” 
 
    Several of them responded with a nod. 
 
    “We will need a few hours to prepare,” said one of the girls. “Come to the courtyard outside our tower at sunset, and bring a big appetite!” 
 
    Upon being dismissed, William and Linda dropped back down the shaft just as quickly as it had brought them up, returning to the lobby and making their way through the fountains and sculptures. Redlan was nowhere to be seen, but they were approached by an unfamiliar man, whose back was hunched over and his eyes shifted around warily. His garments were worn but didn’t look that different from the clothes Zotz provided them aboard Transcendence. Black hair fell down around the man’s face, as if he had something to hide. 
 
    “You are the off-worlders?” he asked in a hushed tone, using a dialect unlike the others they had heard so far on Golden. 
 
    William understood him easily, as if the language he was using was already known to the devices floating about in his brain. “That’s us.” 
 
    “I fear you may be the only ones who can help me,” the man said nervously. “You have seen how everyone here is so happy, so content, free of conflict and worry?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Linda smiled. “It’s nice. Seems like a great place.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it is not what it seems. Golden is cursed, and I believe only the two of you may set us free.” 
 
    As if we don’t have enough to do as it is, William thought sarcastically. 
 
   
  
 

 22. The Bell 
 
    The man led William and Linda through alleys and along lesser-traveled roads, sticking to the shadows of buildings to evade other citizens of Golden. By the time they reached his residence, William no longer had any idea where they were relative to their dropship, and he fervently hoped that they would not need to escape to it in a hurry. The man introduced himself as Lecius, and once they were in one of the rear rooms of his modest home away from prying eyes, he told them that he was somehow the only person on the planet immune to the curse. Skeptical of most things in the first place, William was naturally very skeptical of Lecius’ claim. 
 
    “You’re going to have to explain it to us like we don’t know anything,” William said, folding his arms over his chest and exchanging a meaningful glance with Linda. Taking her cue, she struck a similar pose next to him. 
 
    Unperturbed by their apparent lack of faith, Lecius reclined across from them in a lush chair upholstered with woven gold fabric. “You are off-worlders. It is understandable that you would be unfamiliar with our ways. Is there no magic where you come from?” 
 
    “Only in stories and fairy tales,” Linda answered. 
 
    “Faerie tales, you say? I’ve not met a faerie but I hear they can be rather fierce. What do your stories tell of them?” 
 
    “They grant wishes,” replied William, “Or protect people, but it’s all just stories, and I don’t know anyone who has seen any fairies. Do you have any actual magic to show us? It’s kind of hard to believe you if you can’t prove any of this, you know?” 
 
    “Of course, I would ask that you merely look around you at this massive city of gold, on this beautiful, pristine planet. Consider for yourselves the existence of a population not troubled by conflict, crime, war, or violence, a society without anguish, and without truth. We are all human, are we not? Do we not feel rage or envy? Do we not suffer despair or loss? Even death is cause for celebration on Golden, festivals lasting for days when someone truly beloved perishes of old age, as no one ever dies of anything else, you see.” 
 
    “No accidents happen?” Linda inquired, astonished. “How do you manage that?” 
 
    “Behavior which is out of line with the norm is met with swift correction. Medical examination is routine and mandatory, even though disease does not exist here,” Lecius explained to them. “It sounds great in theory, doesn’t it, but there is a persistent sameness to everything. Life on Golden is a dull facade of jubilation enshrouding an endless existential void.” 
 
    “How do you know all this? You’re not from this planet, are you?” asked William, already tiring of the man’s penchant for the dramatic. 
 
    “No, I came here long ago, before anyone currently on the Council had even been born. I was a freelancer, making my fortune among the stars. Some of the things I’ve seen and done, you probably would not believe,” he answered. “My vessel was adrift until I was caught by the gravitational pull of this planet and crash landed several kilometers outside of the city. 
 
    “I was greeted warmly when I arrived, even though I did not understand their language. They took me in, healed my wounds, and treated me with the utmost kindness. For a while, I was a curiosity to them; the Council held feasts in my honor and in return I regaled them with tales of the places I’d seen and the things I’d done, but after a while most of them lost interest. I imagine most residents no longer even realize I am here.” 
 
    “So, where are you from then?” William asked again. “You’re not friendly with the Totality, are you?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Good. We think they abducted some of our people. Do you have any idea where to find them?” 
 
    “Your friends? No. The Totality? I could point you in the right direction,” said Lecius, “But you will need to assist me as well.” 
 
    “Why should we believe you actually know anything about them?” Linda asked, skeptically. 
 
    “Because I, like you, am of the Order.” 
 
    William realized then that Lecius wore a uniform similar to their own. Zotz had provided them without much explanation. 
 
    “I recognize your uniform style,” Lecius went on. “High Modern, I believe they call it. It was on its way out when I crashed here, but perhaps it has become popular again,” he answered. “Your language also gives it away, you know. You speak my tongue fluently.” 
 
    I guess he doesn’t know about the translators, William considered. I keep forgetting that we are communicating in different languages. But if he thinks we’re from the Order, maybe we can use that to our advantage. 
 
    “You’re right,” said William, hoping that Linda would catch what he was trying to do and follow his lead. “We are of the Order. Will you help us track down the Totality or not?” 
 
    “I will help you if you will help me first. I believe that is a fair exchange.” 
 
    “What are you asking us to do, exactly?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Did either of you notice the bell suspended at the top of the Council Tower?” he inquired, to which they both nodded in response. “Breaking the curse is a simple matter of ringing that bell.” 
 
    “Why can’t you do that yourself?” asked Linda. 
 
    “Reaching the bell is difficult, to say the least.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what a bell has to do with anything,” William said, irritation beginning to get the better of him. 
 
    Lecius sighed. “You two must have grown up quite far from the core worlds. Like I told you, there’s a curse, and ringing the bell will lift it. It is magic, and it is as simple as that.” 
 
    “You have not explained what the curse is, exactly. I’m afraid I just don’t see why we should go messing with a world that seems pretty good, just because you don’t like its sameness,” Linda said. 
 
    “Simply put, the curse prevents the people of this world from enjoying the full spectrum of human emotion; they are forced to be happy, entertained, amused and unbothered, and it is a lie,” he stated bluntly. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem that bad to me,” she commented. “Maybe being happy all the time would get boring, but at least you wouldn’t be miserable.” 
 
    “In order to appreciate joy, misery is necessary. It is the natural balance of things,” Lecius countered. “Their lives are only half-lived. Say what you will about my life, but none could claim it hasn’t been lived fully and I intend that it should continue that way.” 
 
    “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that we are willing to help you. How are we supposed to go about this?” William asked. 
 
    “Tonight, during the feast, there should be an opportunity. We should be departing soon, anyway, or rather, you two should be. I will enter the tower and wait near the shaft for you. It is forbidden to strike the bell, and at night there are always guards around keeping an eye on that room, though I’ve never quite understood why they were necessary in such a utopia.” 
 
    “Maybe this is a stupid question,” William began, “But what’s the point of having a bell if you aren’t allowed to ever ring it? Is it just for show?” 
 
    “Now that is an interesting, and certainly not stupid, question. These people are highly superstitious. It is their belief that a powerful sorcerer called Melchior settled the Golden city long ago, and the legend goes that as the Council Tower was raised, Melchior created the bell and imbued it with some of his power. He declared that it would protect the city from all enemies, from within and without, until he returned, and then the bell would ring itself and Golden’s destiny would be fulfilled.” 
 
    “What destiny is that?” 
 
    “It’s an eschatological myth,” said Lecius. “The end of the world, the apocalypse, whatever you want to call it. One may assume everyone ascends to a higher plane of existence, or joins together into universal harmony, or some other such silliness. The point is: the people of Golden were warned quite sternly against prematurely ringing the bell. Should they do so, Melchior would never return and the planet would face its doom.” 
 
    “Time for my stupid question, then,” Linda put in. “If ringing the bell is supposed to ruin everything, doesn’t that make it an incredibly bad idea?” 
 
    “Only if you believe in the legend,” Lecius said, his tone making it quite clear that he did not. “I believe that someone did invoke a magical curse upon this world, and I believe it protects them in some sense; perhaps it was a misguided effort to combat human nature by suppressing our baser, more destructive qualities. I absolutely do not believe striking the bell will destroy the planet or kill everyone on it, although experiencing true human existence with all of its ups and downs may feel like death to some. At least it would be honest and real. I do not believe it will cause any damage to the city either, unless the bell itself comes down after it’s been rung, which would cause some damage to the Council Tower.” 
 
    William recalled that the bell had looked to be the size of several people, and if it suddenly came crashing down from whatever anchored it to the apex of the dome, it would crush whoever was unfortunate enough to be directly beneath it. 
 
    “If tolling the bell does not work, our only other option is to destroy it,” said Lecius. 
 
    “How would you do that?” 
 
    Lecius reached under his chair, and brought out a small box. “Explosives!” 
 
    William’s jaw dropped. “Where did you get those? I haven’t seen any weapons at all since we got here.” 
 
    “I salvaged some things from my ship, just a few missile warheads. No sense letting them go to waste, after all.” 
 
    “Why not just blow it up then? What do you need us for?” 
 
    Replacing the box under his chair, Lecius explained, “I wouldn’t be able to get close enough without help. The tower guards would stop me, and while I could collapse the tower from below, that may not be enough to destroy the bell itself. I believe the bell is the key. Ring it, and if necessary, destroy it. That is my plan.” 
 
    “Would you mind letting us talk it over, privately?” Linda asked. 
 
    “As you wish,” he said, rising from his chair and leaving them alone in the room. 
 
    William waited a few moments then went to the doorway, peeking his head around one corner and then the other, making certain they were truly alone. 
 
    “I think this is a terrible idea,” Linda said in a hushed tone. “I don’t believe him, about the curse, anyway. I can believe he’s from the Order, whatever that is, since he’s obviously not from around here, but I think he’s crazy.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Lin. What if he might be on to something? I mean, this planet is run by kids. Does that make any sense to you, or is it just me who thinks it is completely ridiculous?” 
 
    “You just don’t like that this place isn’t a cynical cesspool like you’re used to. You’re totally out of your element here. You’re so accustomed to everything being wrong that you can’t stand the idea of a place where everything is fine.” 
 
    “You have to admit, this planet is really strange.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s definitely different, but that doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with it,” she pointed out quietly. “And who are we to make that kind of judgment anyway?” 
 
    “Look, I need you to be with me on this. I’m not saying I’m going to go through with his plan, but I think we ought to give him a chance. We’ll go to the feast, slip out when it’s convenient, and head over to the tower to see what he’s up to. If things seem to be getting out of control, I’ll put a stop to it,” he promised. 
 
    “You are not going to ring that bell, Will.” 
 
    “What does it matter if I ring it or not? You said you don’t believe in the curse. It’s just a damn bell,” he said logically. “It’s not going to do anything other than make some noise either way.” 
 
    She crossed her arms, casting a piercing stare at him. “There doesn’t have to be magic involved. What if it’s part of a security system or something? Think it through, Will. Zotz will be beyond pissed if he has to pull us out because you did something stupid.” 
 
    “You’re right that there doesn’t have to be magic. It could be brainwashing, propaganda, or hypnosis, or they might even have some kind of mind-control technology. We’re on our own out here, and we don’t really know much about this place, but I feel it. Something feels wrong about this planet, and I think if have a duty to try to fix it.” 
 
    “This is not our planet! It has nothing to do with us, and no one here asked us to fix anything except this one guy who isn’t even from here. I thought you wanted to get going. These people have nothing to share about the Totality, and this has nothing to do with the Trepsis colonists.” 
 
    “If we help Lecius, we’ll be one step closer to the Totality,” he reminded her. 
 
    “You don’t know that. This guy could be full of shit for all you know! And yet you’re willing to risk bringing down a possible apocalypse on these people, for what? Zotz said the ship can probably find the fortress, so what do we need Lecius for?” 
 
    “What if the ship doesn’t find it? What if we need more options? You talk about how we don’t have time to waste. Well, I say stop wasting it, then! Let’s just do this, and if things get out of control, we’ll take off. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “Just possibly wreck a planet, collapse a society, and then say ‘oops’ and take off. Really, Will?” 
 
    William could tell by the look on Linda’s face that they were not going to come to an agreement on the issue, so he backed down for the moment. She did acquiesce to the part of the plan where they went to the feast being given in their honor, but that was as far as she was willing to go. He figured he had a few hours to bring her around to his way of thinking before they would have to take action, anyway, so they set off to find the feast. 
 
    Plumes of aromatic smoke rose lazily from the center of the city, enticing them with the scents of roasted meat and baked treats prepared at a moment’s notice in tribute to Golden’s newest guests, and a twinge of guilt swept over William as they approached the festivities. These people are throwing us a party out of their sense of trust and hospitality, and I’m planning to betray them. Maybe it’s for their own good, but it’s hard to imagine they’ll see it that way, he thought, his appetite evaporating like the smoke from the cookfires. 
 
    They were seated at the largest table of the dozens set up around the courtyard outside the Council Tower, the table designated for the Council and their honored guests. A few thousand people were in attendance, though many others simply strolled by and took a curious look at the celebrations. Plates came before them and the children dug in, displaying far better manners than William would have expected, especially given how young some of them appeared. He studied them as he tried to eat, wondering if any of them could even imagine what it’s like to have their father shoot himself, like his own had. 
 
    They would never understand, he thought, But does that make me better, somehow? People talk about the benefit of experience, but I can think of many experiences I’d say were of no benefit to me at all, other than helping to prepare me for what life in Erzan was really like. I was thrown into the fire and I’m still here. That’s life. Your struggles tell you who you are. Is it my job to teach these kids that life isn’t all happiness and celebration and leisure, that it’s also agony and disorder and desperation? 
 
    “You haven’t touched your food,” the boy sitting next to him observed, startling him from his reverie. William remembered seeing him in the Council chamber, although he had not spoken. He had a slight lisp, a mild flaw in his speech that would no doubt be corrected with time. 
 
    Just like everyone else’s flaws around here, it seems. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not very hungry,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s a shame. Those are spiced carrots, and that is Golden waterfowl with greenberry sauce. It’s so good. You should try it!” 
 
    Obligingly, William picked up his fork, which was shaped a bit differently from the kind he was used to on Lexin; it was forged with a peculiar curve that he found uncomfortable in his hand until he watched how the others held it. He pierced a morsel of the meat and tasted it, finding it pleasantly sweet, and for a moment the taste took him away from his preoccupations, away from Golden and Transcendence and the burned-out waste of Trepsis. He closed his eyes, savoring it as he chewed, but once he swallowed the fleeting escape was over, and he was left staring at his plate once again, wondering how he was going to eat the rest with so much on his mind. That one bite stirred up his stomach, however, and before long he was able to make himself eat, which at least placated their hosts. 
 
    “This is all so delicious,” Linda commented gratefully to the Councilors seated nearby. “Would you be willing to part with some recipes, maybe some of your fruits and vegetables we could take with us on our ship?” 
 
    “You mean you won’t be staying with us?” a dark-haired girl asked sadly. “But we’re having a feast for you and everything!” 
 
    “It’s not personal,” Linda said soothingly. “We simply can’t stay here. We have some people we need to find, and the longer we stay here, the harder it will be. I hope you understand.” 
 
    They did seem to understand, even though they were not good at hiding their disappointment. 
 
    The next course was a pastry of some sort with a colorful, savory-scented filling. “What’s in this one?” asked William. 
 
    “Different kinds of beans,” the boy to William’s left said. “It tastes like a very soft meat! It’s one of my favorites.” 
 
    William couldn’t help but agree. “The people serving us, who are they? Do they get paid for this?” 
 
    “Paid? I don’t know what you mean. They do it because they enjoy it. They like seeing us smile while we eat the food they’ve made,” he said, calling one of them over to them. “Isn’t that right? You all like what you do?” 
 
    The man, middle-aged and clad in the same golden raiments that seemed to be the norm, clasped together his hands and bowed graciously. “It is a great honor for me to feed the Council and our guests.” 
 
    “Are you saying nobody gets paid for the work they do around here?” 
 
    “I don’t understand what that means. ‘Paid’?” 
 
    “You know, money. Compensation for doing work. No one does that here?” 
 
    “Isn’t making people happy compensation enough?” 
 
    If everyone is all happy all the time, how does anything make you happy? Nothing could make you unhappy! he thought with irritation, but for once he did not speak it aloud. 
 
    “Where we come from, things are different,” William explained. “People aren’t always so happy.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible. Why do people do things if not to make each other happy?” 
 
    “Well, to make themselves happy, I guess. You do work, you get paid money for it, which you need to buy things in order to live, like food and clothing and shelter.” 
 
    “Everyone here has those things, as much as they need. There is no need to work for money to earn them. There are farmers in the fields who tend their crops and bring their harvest into the city, sharing their abundance and their smiles. Those who sweep the streets are happy to contribute toward keeping our environment clean. Artisans are pleased to create and then share and give away their creations. I don’t understand how things could be otherwise,” said the boy, a puzzled expression on his face. 
 
    “Maybe it’s hard to relate if you’ve never experienced it. No one here goes hungry, right? No one gets into fights, or even gets angry?” 
 
    “Why would we? It’s pointless. There is always ample food for everyone. After the feast is over, the cooks will take what remains and distribute it throughout the city, since there is always far too much for us to eat.” 
 
    William was about to respond when Linda nudged him and whispered, “Lecius just headed inside the tower. Do you still want to follow him?” 
 
    He gave her a slight nod, turning to the children surrounding him at the table. “I’m sorry to have to go so soon, but we are tired and need to get back to our ship. If you’d like, we can return in the morning to say our goodbyes before we depart to find our abducted people.” 
 
    “No!” one of the boys squealed. “Don’t leave yet! At least stay the night!” 
 
    “Yes! We’ll prepare you a room!” 
 
    “A big room! With candles!” 
 
    “And flowers!” 
 
    “And sweets!” 
 
    William looked at Linda and sighed, his expression saying, Here we go again. Knowing how uncomfortable all of this made him, all she could do was grin. 
 
   
  
 

 23. Tolls 
 
    A flurry of activity, led by Redlan, resulted in a small cottage near the Council Tower made ready for William and Linda to spend the night. Several such cottages dotted the area around the Tower just outside the courtyard, intended for dignitaries, diplomats, and other foreign visitors to use as temporary accommodations, and William could not help but wonder how often the little houses actually were occupied. 
 
    He had tried to come up with an excuse to go into the Council Tower, but Redlan wouldn’t hear any of it. “I need to use a toilet. Can’t I use one in the Tower? It’s right here.” 
 
    “The facilities in the Tower are not as good as the ones in the cottages,” Redlan had replied. “You’ll see. We will just be a moment finishing our preparations for your stay, and then you can go right in.” 
 
    It had been no more than a few minutes from the time he mentioned leaving to ending up in this small house, and the whole thing transpired so quickly that it almost made his head spin. He found their efficiency and determination impressive, but with everything Lecius had told them, he was not sure what behavior was genuine and what was a facade resulting from “the curse” that kept them so damn happy all the time. 
 
    “We wish you the most pleasant of dreams,” Redlan said with a courteous bow as he backed out of the cottage, leaving them on their own. 
 
    All they had to do now was to wait until the feast died down and everyone thought they were asleep, then they could sneak out to meet Lecius inside the Tower. Linda yawned and stretched out lazily on the freshly made bed, watching with amusement while William paced around the cottage impatiently. 
 
    “Look, why don’t we just give up for tonight?” she suggested. “It doesn’t seem like it’s going to work out. We can always try again tomorrow.” 
 
    “Lecius is there waiting for us right now, and if we don’t get over there soon, who knows what he’ll think? He’ll probably assume we’re not trustworthy, decide not to help us, and this whole stopover will be a huge waste,” he said, frustration getting the better of him. “We need to salvage something from this, Linda. We can’t just give up.” 
 
    “It boggles my mind that you can’t see that anything of value has been learned here. I was never really big on this whole bell plan in the first place, as you know, and I don’t know why you think you can trust that guy.” 
 
    “Why? Obviously he’s been through a lot in his life, but I don’t have any reason to believe he’s a liar. It looks to me like the people here have taken good care of him for years. Why would he throw that away for no good reason? He could spend the rest of his life just like everyone else here, enjoying himself and indulging and not having a care in the world, but he didn’t choose that because he knows it’s a lie.” 
 
    “Or you both just want it to be.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing about this again. As soon as things are calm outside and I think we can slip past, we are going into that Tower.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she said noncommittally, yawning. 
 
    Over an hour later, she finally followed him out of the cottage and over to the Tower. The banquet tables stood empty of all food, dishes, and tablecloths, and the food carts had all been rolled away. No guards were posted at the base of the Tower and there was no one guarding the sculptures and fountains, which William thought curious. They passed through the lobby area and beyond the archway to the eleshaft where Lecius crouched, cloaked in shadow. 
 
    “Lecius?” whispered William. 
 
    “Here,” he whispered, waving them over. “I am disappointed that it took the two of you so long to come to me. I began to fear you had given up or didn’t trust me.” 
 
    “Slipping away from the feast turned out to be harder than we expected,” William admitted. “They insisted we stay the night. These people don’t take ‘no’ for an answer, do they?” 
 
    “Indeed not. In fact, they have never permitted me to leave their planet.” 
 
    “But you couldn’t have left even if you wanted to; you said your ship was damaged,” Linda pointed out. 
 
    “It was, but these people have the technology to repair it if they were willing to do so. By now my ship has likely been completely overgrown with weeds and vines and will never fly again, as they wished it. I doubt the power cells have lasted so many years.” 
 
    “I take it that means you were figuring on leaving with us on our ship,” said Linda, casting a pointed glance at William. 
 
    “I had intended to ask later, but you are correct. If it would not be a terrible burden, I would very much appreciate a ride off this planet once our task is done.” 
 
    “I thought your whole problem was with how fake the people are here,” said William slowly. “Won’t ringing the bell take care of that for you? Won’t that make the planet just how you want it, and then you would have no reason to leave?” 
 
    “Wanting to lift their curse for them is not the same as wanting to remain among them,” Lecius answered. “I want to remove the curse because it is the right thing to do. That does not obligate me to live among them for the rest of my days, whether we are successful or not.” 
 
    The panicked look Linda gave William sent a clear message: we are not really going to do this, are we? 
 
    “How many guards are up there?” he asked, shrugging her off. 
 
    “At least two, possibly four.” 
 
    “When we get up there, I want you to distract them,” William told Linda. “Act like you’re lost or something, and draw them away from the eleshaft doorway. Just keep them busy. Lecius and I will come up after you and either get past them or incapacitate them, whichever works better.” 
 
    “Incapacitate them?” she asked nervously. “We’re not here to hurt these people, Will.” 
 
    Turning his head away from Lecius slightly, he gave her a quick, subtle wink. “I’ve still got a mean chokehold. I’ll put one of them to sleep. I don’t know what kinds of skills you have, Lecius, but you’ll have to help. I don’t know how you normally do things, but if we’re going to work together that means no killing. Is that clear?” 
 
    Lecius nodded. 
 
    “Are you ready, Lin?” 
 
    “Give me a few minutes, then come on up,” she confirmed, stepping inside the shaft and shooting up to the Council Chamber in a flash. 
 
    William leaned against the outer wall of the shaft, counting the seconds until about three minutes had passed. “Do you think that’s long enough?” 
 
    “Let’s go save this planet,” answered Lecius. 
 
    They walked into the shaft, launching up toward the Council Chamber and landing quietly at the top. Up on the center platform, William could barely discern Linda’s silhouette in front of four tall men in the dim light. She was sitting cross-legged, rocking back and forth, and he couldn’t tell what was being said but at least the guards were distracted. 
 
    Lecius waved for William to follow him, ducking down behind the circular table that lined the edge of the room. They reached the opposite side of the room from the eleshaft, and Lecius opened a small door that William hadn’t noticed before, beckoning him inside. He made to follow, but his attention was suddenly diverted by a shout from Linda. One of the men had picked her up and thrown her over his shoulder; she was no match for the guard, who probably weighed twice as much as she did. William started toward her, but Lecius grabbed him by the arm. 
 
    “You’ll ruin everything!” Lecius whispered hoarsely. “I promise you they will not harm her, they will only carry her out of the Tower. What could be a better distraction than that? I’ll follow them to make sure she is fine while you ring the bell.” 
 
    He reached inside his tunic and pulled out the small block of explosive, handing it carefully to William. “This is the detonator,” he explained, holding up a small metal orb. “If tolling the bell does not have an effect, attach the explosive, put some distance between yourself and the bell, and use this.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving Linda! You do it yourself!” 
 
    “I am not as strong as you are. I may not be able to do it! You are young, you have the power,” pleaded Lecius, backing away toward the eleshaft. 
 
    “I don’t even know how to ring the damn thing!” 
 
    “Do whatever you have to,” Lecius replied as he disappeared down the shaft. 
 
    William felt cornered. He tucked the explosive and the detonator into his pocket, slipping through the door even though he wasn’t sure what he was going to do once he was inside. He didn’t know what the right thing was anymore; he didn’t know if he could trust Lecius to look after Linda, he didn’t know if there was any curse or magic in this world, and he didn’t even know what he could use to ring the bell if he did decide to ring it, although he’d pretty much decided that he wouldn’t be blowing anything up. 
 
    Then, he remembered that Zotz said he would be listening, and he decided it was time to speak to the Sage. 
 
    “Old man, I don’t know if you’ve been hearing all this,” he whispered, “but I don’t know what to do here, and if I make the wrong decision you’re going to need to be ready to pick up the pieces. I don’t know what you can do from up there, but just do whatever you can.” 
 
    A ladder led up the wall to the left to a catwalk that surrounded the bell. He wasn’t sure what he was doing, but he didn’t know what else to do and before long he found his hands aching with the effort of climbing. Just as his body prepared to give up on him, he reached the top and collapsed onto the platform, panting from the exertion. 
 
    The bell hung suspended directly in front of him, a sparkling golden ghost beneath the starlit dome of the chamber. Stepping out onto the catwalk, he grasped the railing at waist height even though it looked insufficient to stop anyone from falling. From the edge of the catwalk to the bell itself was a distance of well over a meter, and it seemed next to impossible to reach it from his current position. Searching vainly in the darkness, he hoped there would be a mallet or hammer, or something that would customarily be used to ring a bell, but no such item was present. 
 
    As if on cue, a breathless Linda stumbled through the door leading onto the catwalk. “What are you doing, Will?” she gasped, struggling to regain her breath after the climb. 
 
    “Linda?” he said, confused, “What are you doing up here?!” 
 
    Instinctively, he knew that she was there to stop him from ringing the bell and something in him would not allow that to happen. He reached into his pocket, pulled out the metal detonator and threw it as hard as he could at the bell, overbalancing himself and nearly tumbling over the rail. The small metal object met the side of the bell with the speed of a professional athlete, causing a low, resounding bong to echo through the room. Linda grabbed him by his other arm, trying to yank him back from the edge of the catwalk as the tone grew in intensity, becoming an immense bass rumble that seemed to vibrate through his very bones. 
 
    She tried valiantly to hang onto him, but the reverberations shook the catwalk with such force that she let go of his arm. The moment William felt his center of gravity shift, a light went on in his mind and his reflexes kicked in. Throwing both hands at the bell, he managed to get a grip on the clapper and he clung to it with all of his strength. The detonator bounced off the edges of the catwalk in a series of metallic clangs, and he realized that he was high enough up that should he release his grip, he was a dead man. 
 
    Struggling to shake off the mind-numbing effect of the deep bass tones and vibrations emanating from the bell, Linda let out a cry of desperation when she noticed he was swinging slowly back and forth hanging from the clapper. She lurched to her feet, staggering over to the edge and dropping down onto her belly. Wedging her feet in between the metal ridges of the catwalk, she reached out to him with both arms. 
 
    “Will! Swing back and forth so I can get a hold on you!” she cried out. 
 
    Jerking his legs forward then tucking them back under himself, he managed to make the bell move back and forth. He was sweating with the effort, and his grasp on the clapper was loosening bit by bit. Trying not to swing so hard that he knocked the bell into the side of the catwalk and made it ring again, since he knew that would definitely throw him to the floor far below, he desperately tried to reach Linda’s outstretched arms. It proved exhausting, however, and before long his body was prepared to give up. Linda must have seen that in his face, even in the dim light, as she scooted a little farther forward until her shoulders and upper body were out over the edge. 
 
    “Don’t you dare let go, William Pearson! I know you’re no quitter! You get your feet up here!” she ordered. 
 
    He managed one more good swing just as his hands were ready to let go, and somehow she caught him by the boots with a loud grunt. Digging her knees into the metallic bumps of the catwalk, she braced herself and tried to bend upward so he could reach for the narrow poles that held up the rail. Just as he got his hand on one, something red flashed past his head and embedded itself into the wall behind Linda with a loud ping! 
 
    “Shit, they’re shooting at us!” she cried out, “How can they be shooting at us? They don’t have any weapons, I thought!” 
 
    Great, and Zotz said we wouldn’t need any guns, William muttered to himself. 
 
    More red bolts whizzed by, and one left a sizable hole in the wall that he realized he could actually see outside through. Deciding it would be wise not to think much about what would happen if such a shot were to actually hit him, he focused everything he had on trying to help Linda pull him up. He knew it was only a matter of time before one of the shots connected, but his hands kept slipping, hampered by sweat and fatigue. 
 
    A distant voice called to him from below, shouting “Throw me the bomb!” It took him a moment to recognize Lecius’ voice through the fading din of the bell, but somehow it didn’t sound quite the same as it had. Figuring that Lecius must intend to use the bomb as some sort of distraction, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the brick of explosive, which proved quite difficult to do while hanging upside down by his feet. Holding it with both hands, he craned his neck to look for Lecius in the darkness. 
 
    “Here it comes! Catch!” he called out, releasing it and hoping the strange little man could catch. 
 
    Rubbing his hands off on his shirt, he finally found himself able to hold onto the rail supports long enough for Linda to pull him to safety. They both collapsed onto the catwalk with relief, nearly oblivious to the sounds of weapons firing below them as they gasped for breath. Suddenly, a hole opened up in the metal structure right beside William, burning part of his jacket right through to his shirt. He rolled away with a startled yelp, feeling with one hand to make sure the skin hadn’t been hit. 
 
    “Come on! We have to go!” he said, getting to his knees and reaching a hand out to Linda. 
 
    They were heading for the doorway to the ladder at a crouch when the Tower suddenly shook and the catwalk rattled beneath them. 
 
    “The bomb!” William shouted out. He hadn’t seen what happened to it since he let it go, but all they could do now was make their way down the ladder and hope that the Council Chamber was still intact enough for them to pass, otherwise they might be trapped. 
 
    Who knows how long it might take Zotz to pull off a rescue mission like that? Hopefully less time than it will take for the people here to arrange for our capture. 
 
    Scrambling down the ladder as quickly as possible without disregarding all caution, they made it down to the Council Chamber. The center platform had been blown clean away, a ring of fire danced its way along the circular table, and a gaping hole occupied the space where the dais had been. William started to make a beeline for the eleshaft, only to find himself slammed him to the floor, the wind knocked out of him. Shaking it off, he regained his senses enough to see Linda ram her head into a guard’s belly before grabbing him by the arm and twisting it around behind his back. 
 
    Where did she learn to scrap like that? he wondered, as he scurried forward to grab the pistol the guard had just dropped. 
 
    William got to his feet and aimed the weapon at the guard. A red glow emanated from the interior of the small pistol, and holding it in his hand, he was surprised by the amount of damage such a little thing could do. Even though he wasn’t entirely sure how to operate it properly, the guard raised his hands above his head and moved aside as William commanded. 
 
    “Where did Lecius and the other guards go?” he demanded, offering a hand to Linda. 
 
    “Down below,” the guard answered. “Why have you done this? Do you know what you have brought upon us?” 
 
    William ignored that, keeping the gun on the guard as they moved toward the eleshaft. Arriving back down in the lobby, they were confronted by destroyed artwork, dead guards, and Lecius wiping sweat from his brow, a weapon clutched in his hand much like the one William had acquired. 
 
    He smiled when he saw them. “Well done!” 
 
    “I rang the bell like you wanted. What do we do now?” asked William, his eyes darting around the room for adversaries. 
 
    “There’s not much left to do but wait. The fruits of our effort will bear fruit, or they won’t.” 
 
    Now that he could breathe and think for a moment, William turned to Linda and asked, “How did you get back up there?” 
 
    “I can help answer that,” Lecius said. “Your companion, after being stopped by the guards, had feigned a twisted ankle while pretending to be lost, so the guards carried her down here. I followed, took them by surprise, and gave her an opportunity to flee.” 
 
    “That ladder sure sucked,” she said, wanting nothing more than to curl up in her own bed and sleep for days, but knowing that was an impossibility. 
 
    “William!” Zotz’s voice crackled in his ear, interrupting their conversation. 
 
    “Zotz?” 
 
    Linda must have heard the Sage also, because she was staring at him with the same confused expression he must have been wearing himself. 
 
    “Yes. I do apologize for intruding this way. The translators allow me to piggyback a signal into your language centers as a means of speaking with you. It seems there’s been some excitement down on the surface. You rang a bell or some such thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did, but nothing seems to have happened yet.” 
 
    “Oh, I would beg to differ,” Zotz told them. “The moment the bell rang, a flash of light radiated outward from the central tower and spread across the entire planet. Immediately after that, a flurry of activity began on the dark side of Golden’s moon; a large number of automated drones powered up and lifted off from the surface. They are presently on their way to your location, and at this very moment they have entered the atmosphere. I cannot be certain of their intentions, but you should know that they are heavily armed.” 
 
    “What’s happening? Who are you talking to?” Lecius asked impatiently. 
 
    William relayed what the Sage had said, and when he was finished Lecius’ eyes widened with fear. “What sort of configuration do these drones have? What do they look like?” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” William asked Zotz. 
 
    “Just a moment, let me bring up a visual feed,” he replied. “Hmm. They look like flattened spheroids with six rear guidance fins, a trio of front-mounted cannon barrels and twin missile racks on port and starboard hardpoints. Each drone is about eight meters in length and two meters tall.” 
 
    Even in the darkness, William could tell how pale Lecius’ face had become as he told him what Zotz had said. “What is it? You know something we don’t, Lecius. Tell us!” 
 
    Instead, Lecius turned and ran out into the courtyard. William cursed, sprinting after him with Linda not far behind. Together they caught the man, wrestling him to the ground and pinning him there. 
 
    “We’re all dead! I’ve doomed this whole planet! We all have!” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Explain yourself!” demanded William. 
 
    “Don’t you idiots know anything? The Totality! The fucking Totality! This must be what they wanted all along. The legend was right! The bell was protecting them! One way or another, magic or technology, whatever you want to call it, we broke it! Oh, we broke it! Everyone here is fodder for the slave pens! Run! Save yourselves!” he cried out in a panic, struggling to free himself. 
 
    “You heard him!” Linda said. “Let’s get back to the dropship and get out of here!” 
 
    “We can’t just let him go! This is all his fault, shouldn’t he be held accountable? What about all the people here?” William said. 
 
    “Let me correct you, Will. This is not all Lecius’ fault, it is just as much yours. Sure it was his big idea, but you were instrumental in creating this situation, and I told you not to do it! I told you not to ring the damn bell!” she yelled at him, finally losing her cool. “If there’s a way to help these people now, we’ll have to figure it out on Transcendence with Zotz’s help, like we should have done in the first place!” 
 
    “Drones are incoming,” Zotz announced over the audio link. 
 
    Linda cast one last look at William, then turned and ran from the golden city. Scant seconds later, the destruction began; the Council Tower was the first to collapse, licks of flame darting from its structure and ripping it apart from within. The tip of the tall spire came down from the clouds, tilting toward the ground like a giant pike. The entire height of the tower traced a path of devastation all the way to the edge of the city, and that was when William heard the screams. 
 
    Linda was out of sight, Lecius had taken off the moment William had backed off holding him down, and all of a sudden William realized that he was standing alone in the middle of a city that was rapidly coming down around him. Golden was indeed made of gold that night, but it was a hot gold that illuminated the sky, signaling the end of their idyllic civilization. 
 
    I never should have interfered here. 
 
   
  
 

 24. Failure 
 
    William had too much time to think as he and Linda rode the dropship back to Transcendence. He was concerned about the drones coming after them, and yet at the same time he didn’t think he would be terribly upset if they shot him out of the sky. Some part of him felt that perhaps he deserved it. 
 
    “Zotz, can you shoot any of these things down? Is there anything you can do to stop them at all?” Linda asked over the communications link in the dropship, which she seemed to prefer to the cortical link he had used while they were on Golden. 
 
    “Given their numbers, I would only be able to destroy a few,” he responded. “Transcendence is a capital ship, built to defend against other capital ships; drones have much greater maneuverability than we do. I would be just as happy if they left us alone and kept their assault to the planet only.” 
 
    “We have to do something!” she shouted in frustration, as if volume alone would make it possible. 
 
    “I’m afraid what we’ve done already may be impossible to correct,” the Sage said. “We will discuss this more upon your return.” 
 
    “Are you just going to sit there?” she grumbled, glaring at William slumping against the opposite wall, holding onto a handle with one hand. 
 
    “You heard him,” William sighed. “We already fucked this up. There’s nothing else we can do.” 
 
    “So you’re just going to sit there and feel sorry for yourself. I didn’t want to mess with anything on this planet; I just wanted to get information, but you had to go buying into that creep Lecius’ conspiracy theories and look what happened! Everyone on that planet is going to be killed, enslaved or who knows what else, and their city is completely ruined,” she reminded him sharply. “Even if the Totality stopped their attack right now, Golden is gone. I’m sure it took generations to build all that up, and it was just fine until we came along and had to go sticking our noses in it all because you thought they were ‘too nice.’” 
 
    William slouched down the wall under her onslaught. He couldn’t argue with a single word she said; he had been wrong about everything, and the people of Golden would pay the price for his bad judgment with their lives. He let her vent until she tired of yelling at him. There wasn’t much she could say to him that he wasn’t already saying to himself in his own mind, and he still couldn’t quite figure out why he’d taken such actions. 
 
    The dropship deposited them back aboard Transcendence, and they took their time returning to the control center. William did not want to face Zotz, and Linda was none too excited about it, either. He could only imagine how the old man was going to react toward him for meddling in the affairs of the people down there. When they found the Sage, he was scrambling about the room from console to console, commanding the ship’s operations in ways that William had only a rudimentary understanding of. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he interrupted, announcing their arrival. 
 
    “Ah, good, you’re back. William, take the secondary sensing console and focus on grid E8,” Zotz ordered. “Linda, I want you on thruster control, and keep your fingers poised to move us out of the way of incoming projectiles. This ship has good point defense systems but I wouldn’t care to trust our lives to them.” 
 
    Linda took her place instinctively, and even though William cast a confused stare at the Sage for a few moments, he found that somehow he also knew exactly where he was supposed to be without being told. He stepped in front of the console and found himself faced with a screen filled with letters along the Y axis and numbers along the X. Tapping the appropriate sequence to focus on grid E8, his eyes widened as wobbling shapes began to drift into view from the right side. 
 
    “Zotz, all I see are weird blobs on the screen.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    It was difficult to tell for certain, but he gave his best guess. “Looks like maybe thirty, but I’m not really sure.” 
 
    “That does not bode well for us,” the Sage commented. 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “That is the Totality fleet on its way to take the planet. I would anticipate twenty-five of those vessels are slave transports, and the other five are warships. The transports are barely armed, but the warships we would not stand a chance against.” 
 
    “I thought this ship was really advanced. It can’t take on some Totality warships?” 
 
    “One or two, certainly, maybe even three, but any more than that? Absolutely not,” declared Zotz. “Definitely not without a full crew, and a complement of fighters and bombers. As you may have noticed, this vessel did not come with a combat wing, just the dropships and a few small transports. I’m afraid our only option is to withdraw.” 
 
    “Wait a second. If they’re here to enslave the people on Golden, where will they take them?” asked William thoughtfully. “Back to the fortress we talked about before?” 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we follow them? Is there a way we can stay hidden?” 
 
    “A ship this size is impossible to hide, and I guarantee that the Totality fleet already knows we are here. They know just as well as we do that this one ship is no match for them.” 
 
    “Can we track them somehow?” Linda asked 
 
    Zotz thought for a moment before speaking. “Well, we could follow but we would have to be extremely careful about it. We would have to set a course that is not identical to theirs; it would have to be offset noticeably so they will not think we are following them.” 
 
    “How long can we do that before we would risk losing them?” asked William. 
 
    “Perhaps a few days? It’s hard to say. I would remind you that the Totality still must capture the people on the surface, and based on the specifications I have for the Totality slave transports, each one can carry approximately one hundred thousand people. That only accounts for a bit less than half of the population of Golden.” 
 
    “What are they going to do with the other half? Kill them?” Linda asked, her voice telling him she was reluctant to learn the answer. 
 
    “They likely expect a great many to die in the initial assault, and for others to perish attempting to resist them,” he replied. “Given that the planet is no longer protected, it is possible they could also summon another fleet to capture the remainder.” 
 
    “That’s a lot more people than Trepsis. It could take them days instead of hours to load everyone up,” William guessed. “Is there anything we can do in the meantime?” 
 
    “Hide,” Zotz suggested. “The other side of Golden’s moon seems to function well for that purpose, as the drones could attest. I can produce a false superluminal signature to make it appear that we’ve departed, situate us on the surface, and draw down to minimal power. Our energy signatures should be reduced to a level indistinguishable from the moon’s natural radiation.” 
 
    With the three of them in agreement, Zotz made the necessary arrangements and before long the ship was settled in on the dark side of the moon. Relieved to finally be able to relax a bit, the Sage left the consoles and headed to the sleeping quarters for a nap. William wasn’t sure how long it had been since Zotz slept, but he got the impression it was a few days. Linda dismissed herself shortly after, leaving him suddenly alone in the control center. 
 
    He sat in silence with his eyes fixated on the screen before him, the images blurring, turned by his imagination into the faces of Lecius, Redlan, the children of the Council, the people he and Linda had met in passing on Golden, people who had trusted them, trusted him, to meet their hospitality with kindness and grace. Instead, he had repaid them with arrogance. 
 
    That’s what it all comes down to it, isn’t it? Arrogance. It’s all about me. I couldn’t take these people at face value, couldn’t accept that their way of life might be just as valid as mine, and now they’re all going to suffer. How many are going to die because of me? The Totality will take these people and leave, just like on Trepsis, and we’ll follow even though we can’t hope to fight them. We are only one ship against a fleet, and as impressive as I thought Transcendence was when I first came aboard, it’s not magic. It doesn’t have infinite capabilities. In fact, right now it seems severely limited. 
 
    It’s like the universe is playing a cruel joke on me; I have more technology at my fingertips than I could have ever imagined possible, and it’s not worth a damn against the Totality. 
 
   
  
 

 25. Observation 
 
    It took three Golden days for the Totality to fill their slave transports to capacity; Transcendence counted just over eighty-three hours. Either way it didn’t much matter, since William was no longer sure how long a day was anymore: twenty-eight hours on Lexin, twenty-one hours on Trepsis and twenty-six on Golden. The ship kept time in a format that accounted for relativistic effects while attempting to establish a sensible rhythm for humans. It counted an “active cycle” of sixteen hours, then a “sleep cycle” of eight hours, but in reality he sometimes slept through half of an active cycle, part of the sleep cycle, and sometimes overlapping portions of both. It varied with his moods and energy levels, both of which were running low. 
 
    After the first few days, Linda had given up trying to reach him. He ignored her, turning away when she tried to speak with him, and when she came to his quarters he said nothing to her, preferring to sulk. Frequently, Zotz shot him what he imagined were disapproving glares and sometimes William felt himself to be a nuisance in the control center, but despite his ongoing state of uselessness, some things were actually accomplished. 
 
    Managing to successfully hide their presence on the far side of Golden’s moon, they spent the time while the Totality conducted their invasion and capture of the planet gathering as much information as possible about their adversary. Most of the data contained in Transcendence‘s memory regarding the Totality was classified, beyond spacecraft identification and basic specifications, but the ship was able to manufacture some simple data-gathering probes that Zotz thought might work to obtain visual information on the Totality and at least learn how they handled their slaving operations. 
 
    Four video-equipped probes were deployed. Amid all the other activity and due to their small size, they ducked around and behind buildings unnoticed, capturing images of the Totality at work. Real-time imagery was unavailable, but since the probes were fully automated all they had to do was wait until the devices returned in order to analyze their results. The days passed by slowly and uneventfully, and by midday on the third day, Linda’s patience was beginning to thin. 
 
    “When do you think the Totality will be done?” she asked Zotz for about the fiftieth time. 
 
    “They’ll be done when they’re done. Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    Only a few hours later, the slave transports lifted from the surface and made orbit, catching up with the warships that acted as their escorts. Whatever electronic jamming had been active on the surface ceased and the probes re-established communications with Transcendence, signaling their return on William’s screen. 
 
    “The probes are on their way back,” he advised them. 
 
    Before long, they downloaded their data into Transcendence‘s memory and once again, William got the first peek at it. Scanning through the large amount of video captured, he watched as the gold-clad people of the planet below were loaded single-file into vast rectangular vessels, confusion and terror evident on the faces of those bold enough to raise their heads. He studied the feed carefully, searching for any signs of the evil creatures the Council had warned against, his mind imagining what they might look like: tentacled beasts with glowing eyes, furry abominations with bone-rending claws, or giants with cruel gazes and mottled skin. When he finally set eyes upon one, he was unprepared for the truth. 
 
    “They’re human,” he said quietly. 
 
    There was no mistaking it. Men guarded the entrances to each ship, brandishing rifles of some kind which they used to poke and prod anyone who stepped out of line. Jumping forward in the video footage, he witnessed citizens of Golden gunned down for not moving quickly enough, for asking questions, and for expressing concern over the children. Though he couldn’t hear anything that was said as there was no audio feed, he watched helplessly as a group of Totality troops responded to an elderly woman by turning their rifles upon a large number of children, some of whom William recognized as belonging to the Council, and opening fire. 
 
    Clad in simple gray uniforms devoid of markings denoting rank or accomplishments, the Totality were indistinguishable from one another as individuals. Most appeared to be men, but William thought he spotted a few women as well, and he couldn’t help but ask himself what sort of sick culture he was bearing witness to. Linda and Zotz came up on either side of him to watch over his shoulder, and their faces told him they were as disgusted as he. 
 
    “It appears the Order did not exaggerate the threat these creatures pose, nor did the Council of Golden err in warning you to avoid them,” Zotz observed. “If they have indeed taken the people of Trepsis in this manner, I fear for what’s become of them, or what may yet.” 
 
    “What’s going on with their ships? Are they leaving?” asked William. 
 
    Checking a console nearby, the Sage replied: “Their ships are emanating increasing energy signatures that indicate they will leave via superluminal means very shortly.” 
 
    “We need to be ready to follow these assholes then,” Linda said. 
 
    Finally snapping out of his funk, William nodded his agreement. “We can’t let them get away with this.” 
 
    “Is anyone left alive on the planet?” Linda wondered. 
 
    “It is difficult to determine from this scan. Ongoing fires, damaged power supplies, and overall chaos make it tough for Transcendence to tell from this distance, but we know that the Totality did not bring enough transports to take the entire population. It is possible but unlikely they were able to slaughter the other half in three days, so there could be at least a few survivors,” answered Zotz. 
 
    “How can we leave them behind? What if the Totality come back?” Linda said, guilt evident on her face. 
 
    “If we don’t follow that fleet, we’ll never figure out where the Totality come from and where they take people,” William pointed out. 
 
    “The people of Trepsis may not even be alive any longer, but if there are any people left down there on Golden, don’t you think we owe it to them to do something? You can’t possibly disagree with that!” she challenged. 
 
    “We must come to a consensus,” Zotz said, “And if we can’t do that, a simple majority vote will do. Failing that, I will exercise my executive judgment.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean?” Linda demanded. “That you’ll just do whatever you want?” 
 
    “It’s not as capricious as you make it sound.” 
 
    “You know where I stand,” William said. 
 
    “Yeah: on the wrong side, as usual!” she shot back. 
 
    “I’m afraid I concur with William. The three of us cannot hope to make much difference here, after what’s happened. The people of Golden will have to pick up the pieces on their own,” said Zotz. 
 
    “It only took three people to fuck this planet up in the first place! I can’t believe you two. I am absolutely disgusted!” 
 
    “It is not an easy decision to make and there are no perfect answers here, but we know that the Totality likely took the Trepsis colonists, and they are enslaving much of the population of Golden. If we do not pursue, we risk losing any chance we have to learn more about them. Remaining here may assuage your guilt, Linda, but it will not offer any meaningful benefit to those who are suffering now and may suffer in the future,” said Zotz sadly. “What if we have the opportunity to stop them from returning for the rest of Golden by following them and putting a halt to their enslavement activities?” 
 
    She had not considered that. Although she was clearly not satisfied with this solution she didn’t argue the point further. Instead, she walked out of the room. 
 
    “She’ll calm down. She never stays angry for long,” William assured Zotz, turning back to the video feed and scanning it further. 
 
    “What are you looking for? Haven’t you seen enough?” 
 
    “I’m trying to find the asshole who talked me into ringing that damn bell in the first place. He took off as soon as he realized what was going down, and I’d like to give him a piece of my mind.” 
 
    “Have you found anything?” 
 
    Something caught William’s attention and he squinted, peering closely at the upper corner of the screen. A body lay beside the charred remains of a house, cut in half and wearing an expression of pain and terror. 
 
    “That’s definitely him. Rest in peace, Lecius, you fuck.” 
 
    “If we are agreed that there is nothing left for us here, we should prepare for departure after the Totality fleet. I expect they will be leaving Golden’s atmosphere at any moment and we need to be ready to chart our course once we see theirs.” 
 
    Once they had aligned Transcendence with the Totality fleet at a safe pursuit distance, there was little to do but wait and see what transpired. Several days passed which William spent sleeping, eating, poring over the video footage from the probes and avoiding Linda. His pride would not allow him to tell her that he understood where she was coming from, even though he knew he should; he just couldn’t face her. Hurting for company, he finally went to the one place he knew he would have a captive audience: the brig. Andrew Macomb rested on his back upon the slab which extended from said wall and served as his bed. His feet were propped against the wall and he held a book over his head. 
 
    “Good book?” William inquired. 
 
    “So, you decided to pay me a visit,” said Macomb, closing the book over his thumb so he would not lose his place. 
 
    “We have unfinished business.” 
 
    “Is that so?” he replied, rising slowly to a sitting position with his back to William. “My business with Trepsis is quite finished, considering no one lives there anymore.” 
 
    “Why did you do it, Andrew?” William pressed. “If you tell me how and why, when we get back to Lexin I might be able to negotiate reduced charges on your behalf.” 
 
    “Now why would you bother to do that, I wonder?” said Andrew thoughtfully. “What’s in it for you, Chief Pearson? And more importantly, what’s in it for me? Instead of being shot, I might be offered the luxury of rotting in a cell for the rest of my life? I’m sure you’ll understand if I don’t jump at such a gift.” 
 
    “If you haven’t confessed by the time we get back, you won’t get another chance. There’s another thing to consider: no one even knows we’re out here. If you should just mysteriously die or disappear before we return to Lexin, no one would be the wiser.” 
 
    Macomb stood and approached the barrier until he was so close that his breath left a mist on it as he exhaled. “When are we going back to Lexin? Last time Zotz visited me, he didn’t say.” 
 
    “Soon enough,” he bluffed, surprised by the thought of Zotz visiting Macomb. “Just because Zotz brought you some books and came to say hi, it doesn’t mean he’s on your side you know. He is just being decent. He knows as well as you do that you’re a murderer and a terrorist.” 
 
    “And yet we have the most pleasant conversations,” Andrew lamented sarcastically. “You may think you know what I’ve done, but you know nothing. You’ll never know anything. Whatever evidence there might have been was obliterated along with the rest of the Trepsis colony; there isn’t even any evidence that a crime ever happened there. You’re barking up the wrong tree, Chief Pearson. You don’t have the right to hold me in this cell and you know it.” 
 
    William conceded the point, although not aloud. There’s no way we can trust him, but at some point we might not have a choice with the way things are going. Maybe we could just offer him as a sacrifice to the Totality, if they’re into that sort of thing. 
 
    “Surely you can find something more productive to do than incarcerate innocent people and harass them?” Andrew baited him. “You know, I hear Trepsis is missing some colonists. Perhaps some good militiaman ought to go find out what happened to them.” 
 
    William would have loved to reach through the barrier, grab Macomb by the throat and shake him like a rag doll, but he knew it wouldn’t make him feel any better. Not really. So he walked away, and somehow found himself standing in front of the door to Linda’s room. 
 
    What should I say to her? Do I apologize? She hasn’t been the most supportive person through all this. In fact, she rubbed Golden in my face as soon as things went wrong. She’s still pissed at me for not wanting to stick around to help the survivors, too, even though I would have done that if we could have. There wasn’t a lot of choice there. Surely she must see that, he thought. 
 
    Truth be told, he couldn’t see why the people remaining on Golden would have wanted his help anyway, after everything he’d done. They probably would have killed him on sight for daring to show his face on their planet again. He didn’t have the energy to get into yet another discussion with Linda about how wrong he’d been, how badly he’d screwed up, and what a piece of shit he was. So he walked away. 
 
    He was lying on his bed staring at the ceiling when Zotz’s voice broke into his thoughts from the communicator. 
 
    “Part of the Totality fleet is breaking off for an unknown reason. William, Linda, you may wish to join me in the control center.” 
 
   
  
 

 26. Perspective 
 
    William and Linda arrived at the elevator at the same moment in response to Zotz’s summons. 
 
    “So, how’ve you been?” he asked her, awkwardly breaking the uncomfortable silence that hung between them. 
 
    “Fine. I’ve had some time to think.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    William sighed. “How long are we going to do this?” 
 
    “That depends on how long you plan to be an asshole.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to work together if this is how things are going to be?” he asked, looking her straight in the eyes. 
 
    “You don’t seem to give a shit what I think. Why ask now?” 
 
    “That’s not fair. I do care what you think,” he replied. “I always did.” 
 
    She stared at him, the audacity of his statement acted upon her like a boulder smashing through a levee, releasing a torrent of emotion. 
 
    “But you don’t listen to me. That’s always been the pattern, hasn’t it? Our marriage was like that, too. I’d tell you not to stay up late watching depressing news vids or reading every horrible article about every horrible crime in Erzan, and you still stayed up every night doing just that until you were so depressed you practically couldn’t make yourself go to work in the morning. You never wanted to talk about what you saw, instead you went to bars and got so drunk you could barely see. 
 
    “Maybe you would stumble in late at night and I’d get to feel your fumbling hands on me just before you passed out, or you wouldn’t come home at all because you fell asleep in a company car, or on the tram, or in some gutter. I put up with it for years, and I would have put up with it forever, because I loved you and I thought you were worth it, but no! You just checked the fuck out without any explanation at all. 
 
    “So, you know what? Don’t tell me about how you listen to me and you give a shit what I think about anything! You never have. Don’t bother starting now.” 
 
    He looked down at his feet. “I’m sorry, Lin. I don’t even know what to say.” 
 
    “Apologies aren’t worth much if you just keep doing the same thing over and over,” she said. “You don’t owe me anything. We’re not together anymore. We’re stuck here on this ship, but that doesn’t mean we have to be friends. I’ve done my best to be your friend, and after everything that’s happened it’s clear to me how little that means to you.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” he sighed, suddenly feeling tired. “It’s hard to explain. I know you didn’t agree with me about helping Lecius, and I was wrong about that. You weren’t happy about leaving the survivors behind either, and I get that. It may not look like it, but I’m just trying to make the best decisions possible with the information I have, and I’m not perfect at it, granted.” 
 
    “What if you keep making the wrong ones?” 
 
    “Looking at how things have gone lately, that’s starting to seem pretty likely,” he admitted, to himself as much as to her. 
 
    “Next time there’s a decision to be made, how about we all agree before you just override and ignore what I have to say?” she suggested. “If you make another decision without considering my opinion and it screws everything up again, it’s going to take a lot more than ‘I’m sorry’ to clear the air with me, Will. I mean it.” 
 
    He could see that she did. 
 
    They were so involved in their discussion that neither of them noticed that the elevator had come to a stop and opened at the control center. Zotz’s voice surprised both of them. 
 
    “There’s another decision to be made right now, in fact,” he said. 
 
    William wanted to cover his face with his hands, but he resisted the urge. “What is it now? Dare I ask?” 
 
    Zotz pointed at a blinking glyph presented on one of the console screens. “We’ve got a faint signal at the far reaches of our scanners. It’s similar to a Totality signal, yet different enough I would venture to say it is not the Totality.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” 
 
    “It is only 72 percent correspondent to a Totality signal. Transcendence is still deciphering its message, if it has one.” 
 
    “How far away is it?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, but based on the distance, it must have been transmitting for several days already. Correcting for the predicted change in position, we could be on top of it in a few minutes,” answered Zotz. 
 
    “Could this possibly make us lose track of the Totality fleet?” asked Linda. 
 
    “Not if we resume our original course quickly,” he replied, squinting at the screen. “This is a distress signal. The vessel is broadcasting a general plea for help along with a set of coordinates, probably representing their position. And therein lies our decision: do we investigate, or continue on our course?” 
 
    Linda and William looked at each other. 
 
    “Since we won’t lose the fleet, we might as well take a look,” said William. “I’d say change our course.” 
 
    Linda nodded her assent, and Zotz set about making the appropriate adjustments on a nearby panel, announcing, “We will rendezvous in seven minutes.” 
 
    As the time passed, more data came in indicating that the source was a small ship, no bigger than the dropships aboard Transcendence, with one life form sensed within. 
 
    “It has human characteristics, though these readings give me cause for concern,” Zotz told them. “Its body temperature is registering a few degrees shy of normal, oxygen levels are also lower than they should be, and the atmospheric temperature is on the rise. I’d say we’re looking at a vessel on the edge of failure, and a passenger nearing death. We must act quickly.” 
 
    “You mean bring them aboard?” asked William, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Of course, what else would you have me do? This ship has more than adequate security measures to handle one starving passenger.” 
 
    William couldn’t argue with that. He sat back and watched as Zotz initiated the capture operation, launching a chain and grapnel toward the tiny vessel, then pulling it into the dropship bay where the three of them went to meet their guest. The passenger was released into a secured area for quarantine purposes, which was much like Andrew’s cell except that the rear wall had an airlock door in case an abrupt ejection became necessary. 
 
    Stumbling into the cell, shivering and less than fully aware of her surroundings, she was obviously female but her face was too dirty to get a good look at. Tattered rags of light gray clothing clung to her skin like wet leaves, torn and uneven in most places. Scars adorned most of her body and lined her visibly swollen abdomen. Her matted hair was a filthy light brown, her eyes sunken, lips cracked, and a curious marking decorated her forehead, precisely drawn and deliberate, consisting of a series of vertical lines, horizontal lines and dots. They might have represented some sort of script, William thought, judging by the way the markings were organized. 
 
    “Welcome aboard,” he said to her. 
 
    “Yes, you are safe now,” Zotz said reassuringly. 
 
    Frightened eyes darted from one of them to the other. “Water,” she croaked, almost incoherently. 
 
    Zotz pointed toward the water dispenser on the wall of the cell, explaining how it worked, and also giving her instruction on how to operate the food system. She went straight for the water supply, sucking with some desperation at the hose as if it could be cut off at any moment and she might not get enough. 
 
    “You may wish to slow down,” the Sage suggested. “If you are dehydrated, as you appear to be, the shock of drinking so much water at once may worsen your condition.” 
 
    She stopped, wiping her mouth the back of her dirty hand, and asked him, “Do you have a doctor on this ship?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t, but we do have exceptional medical technology that can scan your body for any abnormalities and begin treating your ailments. Malnutrition and dehydration appear to be chief among them at this point,” he replied. 
 
    “Can you let me out of here, then?” 
 
    William whispered, “Can she be treated in the cell? What kind of security do we have if she decides to run amok or something?” 
 
    “She is emaciated and terrified. She is no threat to anyone, but nevertheless, she can be sedated at a moment’s notice if she attempts anything. She will have to go to the ship’s infirmary in order to receive full treatment,” he explained. “I would be happy to escort her if you are unwilling or uncomfortable.” 
 
    “No, I’ll do it, but don’t let the appearance of things deceive you, Zotz,” warned William. “I’ve seen people in worse shape than her outright murder others, just to get a scrap of food, or the clothes on their back, or tiny flecks of gold. Desperate people do desperate things.” 
 
    Zotz released the cell barrier, then returned to the control center to resume their course for the Totality fleet. It was a lengthy walk to the infirmary, with their new arrival flanked by William and Linda. Every muscle in the woman’s thighs and calves twitched and quivered as she struggled to find her strength, and he wished there was an easier way to transport her but he hadn’t thought of asking Zotz about a stretcher. In time, though, they made it, and Linda directed her to lay down on one of the medical beds. 
 
    Moving her hands over the small panel attached to the side of the bed, Linda said, “I don’t think this will hurt, but it might take me a few minutes to get it figured out so please bear with me.” 
 
    She tapped in a series of commands and a light shone down from the ceiling, moving slowly over the woman’s body. Smiling in what she hoped came across as a friendly way, she asked, “So, do you have a name?” 
 
    “Kina.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s okay for her to eat something?” William asked Linda. “She must be starving.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t while the scans are going, but this shouldn’t take long and then that will be our first priority. We just need to see what’s going on so we know what to do next.” 
 
    The medical scans soon finished, and Kina requested William’s help to sit up, as lying down was painful. He gave her a hand, sending Linda to get some food from the nearest dispenser. 
 
    “Mind if I ask what you were doing out here, alone in a shoddy space pod?” he inquired. 
 
    “Bandits hit me, took my ship and all my cargo,” she explained. “I was trading up and down some of the systems in this area when they jumped me. I guess I’m lucky they thought the lifepod was a piece of junk that wasn’t worth anything, otherwise they would have thrown me into space and kept the pod for themselves.” 
 
    Linda returned, handing over a block of green food. Kina took it from her, staring at it quizzically. “This is food?” 
 
    “I know it doesn’t look appetizing, and I sure know it doesn’t taste great, but it’ll get you fed,” William said encouragingly. 
 
    After a tentative taste, she evidently didn’t find it overly offensive as she began to eat voraciously. Taking him aside while the woman ate, Linda asked William if he would have any problems looking after Kina for a while. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I need to ask Zotz what we’re doing with this woman. Discreetly, that is,” she whispered. “Just get her settled in, leave her to rest, and call me from your quarters.” 
 
    William nodded. After she left, he tried to question Kina between bites, but her answers were muffled by the act of chewing. “Where are you from, originally? Were you with the Order?” 
 
    “Never heard of them. I’m from someplace you never heard of.” 
 
    “I guess we’re even, then,” William grinned. “How about that scar? I’ve never seen one like that before. Is it decorative, or what?” 
 
    She seemed surprised by his ignorance. “I told you I was from someplace you never heard of. That seals it, right? It’s a tradition. On my planet it says where I’m from, and who my parents were. They were a printer and a nurse, in case that was going to be your next question.” 
 
    She’s hiding something, William’s instincts screamed at him. 
 
    “What about the Totality?” he asked. “Do you know anything about them?” 
 
    A look of terror crossed her face, and the block of food dropped to the floor, forgotten. “The less you know about them, the better. No one goes looking for the Totality.” 
 
    “We are, but I’ve noticed how nobody likes to talk about them.” 
 
    “Who else have you talked to about the Totality?” she inquired, cocking her head to one side. 
 
    William absolutely did not want to discuss Golden with her, so he kept his response deliberately vague. “Just some people on a planet we came across. They were also quite adamant that no one wants to meet the Totality.” 
 
    “But you’re not going to listen to them, or me.” She phrased her question as if it was a statement, and it reminded William of his earlier conversation in the elevator with Linda. 
 
    “Look, we’re convinced they kidnapped hundreds of our people. We’re pursuing the fleet that took them right now, and we intend to get our people back.” 
 
    She laughed out loud, startling him with the sharpness of it. “I’m sorry... William, was it? Your friends are dead, or soon to be. Whatever you might get back won’t ever be the same as what they took.” 
 
    “I’m just telling you what we’re all about here. I don’t think it’s too much to ask that you offer up what information you have about the Totality. You don’t even have to come with us if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I don’t?” 
 
    “No, you don’t. You can help us with information just like we helped you, and then you can go on your way, wherever that is,” he assured her. “Do you know anything about their fortress?” 
 
    “The Totality Fortress? Absolutely, I know where that is.” 
 
    “In that case, if you can get us to the outside of the fortress, we’ll drop you off wherever you like,” he promised. 
 
    “What, on some dump of a planet out in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    “I think we have some small ships. You could take one and go your own way. I’ll just have to clear that with Zotz, since it’s his ship. You understand, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Which one is Zotz?” 
 
    “The old guy with the beard.” 
 
    “You’ve got a deal. I’m telling you, though, you’re better off staying far, far away from that place. The second I get off this ship I’m high-tailing it as quickly I can go, so don’t give me a slow one,” said Kina. 
 
    “I doubt that any of them are especially slow. Do you feel any better? I can leave you to rest if you like.” 
 
    “This isn’t very comfortable,” she reminded him. 
 
    William detached a little control pad from the side of the bed and placed it in her hand. It had icons showing various bed positions and other symbols that he assumed controlled things like firmness and temperature. 
 
    “This controls all the bed functions, I think. If it doesn’t, I’ll have to ask Zotz or Linda. Give it a try.” 
 
    She pressed one of the buttons, and her head and chest were immediately tilted up at a slight incline. William handed her a blanket to cover herself with, and left her playing with the control pad. 
 
   
  
 

 27. Out of Control 
 
    Devon Engels opened his eyes to a sea of white and red. His neck and shoulders throbbed painfully, and when he tried to move his extremities he felt nothing. Blurred shapes formed around him, and he could make out muffled moans, laughs, and other noises that gradually coalesced into the realization that there were people standing over him, looking at him with concerned eyes. 
 
    “Are you okay, son?” a man asked. 
 
    Devon opened his mouth to form words, but something stopped him. He wasn’t sure if it was the chilly wind whipping over his body that stole his breath or something else that made him struggle for what seemed like a very a long time; slowly, the conflict between his lungs, diaphragm, throat, tongue, lips and brain subsided and they began to cooperate with each other once again. 
 
    “It hurts,” he managed. 
 
    Men in dark blue jackets loaded his body onto a stretcher. Suddenly light-headed in an almost pleasant way, he forgot about the blood in his eyes, and the cold. Teetering on the edge of possibly his last sleep, a burst of adrenaline filled him and propelled him from the stretcher with a speed that certainly surprised the paramedics at least as much as it surprised Devon. Something drove him to walk into the sea of deactivated, disabled, damaged and destroyed vehicles, making his way to the source of all this chaos. 
 
    By this time, most of the fires had been extinguished and the injured were being gathered by paramedics into ambulances. He moved slowly between the cars, a seemingly endless mass of vehicles that came to a sudden end at an open stretch of road leading into the city. He couldn’t remember ever seeing such a clear path. He turned around, his attention drawn to one of the cars in the center lane where two men and a woman were gathered. They weren’t dressed like cops, paramedics, or journalists, they just looked like regular people, and yet their demeanor was serious and professional. The car was on its side, bigger and more expensive than Devon’s had been, and bent into an unnatural shape. 
 
    Cautiously approaching the underside of the car, he peeked over the side to see if anyone was still within and what he saw made him suck in his breath sharply. Immediately, the three people nearby stopped talking and turned their attention toward him. He backed away from the vehicle and the dead thing inside it, whatever it was. He didn’t think he would ever forget what it looked like, even though he’d only caught a momentary glimpse of it: covered with blood-soaked brown fur, it had pointed ears, a muzzle like a dog, and sharp teeth that grinned permanently from its mask of death. Its body was twisted from the impact, yet remained restrained to the seat by the seatbelt and cushioned by now-deflated airbags. 
 
    It had been riding like a person, but it was not a person. 
 
    He glanced at the people approaching him, taking several steps backward and almost stumbling over the debris on the ground. 
 
    “What do you want?” he called out nervously. 
 
    “No one is going to hurt you. We’re just here to investigate the accident,” the woman answered gently. “We need you not to touch anything, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that bullshit! I saw that thing! What the fuck is it?” he demanded, tears of panic threatening to overtake him. 
 
    “It—rather, he—was Jonas Bellfort, a notorious werewolf,” one of the men replied. “Notorious to us, anyway.” 
 
    The other man chimed in: “He killed a young mother and her five kids last night. Disemboweled them while they slept. I bet he’d say he just couldn’t help it, the bloodlust gets the better of you sometimes. That’s what they all tell us. He was in his human form this morning, trying to drive to work like nothing happened, but it’s a funny thing, because when they die, they revert to their real form: the werewolf. That says a lot about them, don’t you think? I keep telling Command we shouldn’t let those things out among the decent folk, but they don’t listen to me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the first man interrupted, “this guy had a killswitch on him anyway. All of the dangerous ones do. If they do anything stupid, illegal, or public enough to blow up the program, they’re done. Someone pushes a button, they get an aneurysm party in their head, and that’s it for them.” 
 
    “Shut up!” the woman scolded them. “You two caused this mess by not checking local conditions before you hit the switch. You thought he’d just go off in a ditch, but you didn’t count on all the ice and snow, did you? Idiots. I should have you both knocked down a grade, or maybe put on detail rounding up rogue gnomes. At any rate, I’m sorry you had to see this, sir. We’re from PALADIN and we’re here to help.” 
 
    “What the hell’s PALADIN?” 
 
    “Come on over here, and I’ll explain everything. You look a little weak, are you hurt?” 
 
    His body and mind were at odds over what he should do, but in the end his body moved forward in spite of the fact that his mind screamed at him that something about this whole situation was wrong. She placed a gentle hand on the side of his head and looked into his eyes. Then a white hot knife plunged through his forehead and into his brain. 
 
    *** 
 
    William hated waking up in this state, and he hated the dreams even more. Reaching for the nightstand, he searched for a notepad and pencil, thinking that if he wrote down as many details as possible, maybe his brain would stop torturing him with them, but he wasn’t in his own bedroom on Lexin and there was no paper or pencil waiting there. 
 
    I’ll need to ask Zotz where to get my hands on some paper and a pencil, he thought, making a mental note to himself. 
 
    By the time he sat up and climbed out of bed, what was left of the dream had already begun to fall away from his mind. He dressed quickly, and was on his way to the control center when a broadcast over the ship’s internal communications system from Zotz directed him to report instead to the wardroom on deck 31. Finally finding the right place, he opened the door to find Zotz, Linda, and Andrew Macomb sitting expectantly at a round table waiting for him. 
 
    “What the fuck is he doing here?” William demanded. 
 
    “I have made an executive decision,” answered Zotz. 
 
    “I thought we were in this together, and that you weren’t going to hold the fact that this is ‘your’ ship over our heads about every decision?” 
 
    “That remains true; however, there are still instances in which I need to make decisions I believe are best for the ship and for all of us collectively. I do not question the fact that Mr. Macomb is a security risk, but even so, Transcendence is well equipped to keep him in line. I have released him from his cell because there is no good to come from his endless incarceration. 
 
    “Whether we like it or not, we are shorthanded and I don’t expect that Kina will be with us for very long. After what happened on Golden, I would prefer to at least have the option of accompanying you and Linda for any off-ship activities. It is advantageous to have three-person teams on such excursions rather than two, which necessitates a fourth person to stay behind and monitor the situation,” Zotz explained carefully, in a way that almost sounded rehearsed. “I know you don’t like it, William, but I have thought long and hard about this and provisionally releasing Mr. Macomb is the only option I can see.” 
 
    Try as he might, William couldn’t think of a way to formulate an argument he hadn’t already used that would convince Zotz that they were all better off with Macomb incarcerated. Desperately, he looked to Linda, who sat beside the Sage with her arms folded on the table. 
 
    “How do you feel about this?” he asked her. 
 
    “Andrew has never done anything to me personally,” she replied evenly. “I’m not saying I think he’s a good person or anything, and if he did the things you’ve accused him of then obviously we shouldn’t trust him, but Zotz is right. We can keep him under control on this ship. We’ll know his every move, we’ll control his access to different parts of the ship, and if he does anything we don’t like then he goes right back in the cell. I don’t think there’s much risk here.” 
 
    “I don’t think you two fully appreciate just how clever he is.” 
 
    Andrew smiled in his slow, self-satisfied way at that comment, but said nothing. 
 
    Zotz sighed. “William, let me tell you a story. Once I knew a young man named Ian Plemus. He had no home, no parents, no family, no one to look after him. I caught him breaking into the archives one day, hoping to find artifacts he could pilfer and fence. He wasn’t affiliated with any of the gangs, mind you; in fact, he wanted no part of their wars. He was too smart to involve himself in any of that. All he wanted was food in his belly, clothes on his back, and a place to sleep each night, which is no more than most of us want, wouldn’t you agree? 
 
    “Anyway, when I caught him attempting to make off with some gold chains that belonged to Sage Marinus, I grabbed him firmly by the wrist, and he had nowhere to go. He dropped them, his eyes full of terror because he knew what the punishment was for attempted theft in Erzan. He begged me not to turn him in, and I admit that I’ve always been too compassionate for my own good, so I agreed. Instead of sending for the Militiamen, I told him he would work for me cleaning the artifacts, and I would pay him for it. He would be permitted to sleep in the chamber attached to my office, where I sometimes rested after long days of research. I even agreed to procure food for him, at least until he accumulated enough money to look after himself. It was a generous offer, I thought. 
 
    “For about a month all went quite well, and then I arrived one evening to discover that he’d made off with Marinus’ chains anyway. The Militiamen caught him two days later when someone recognized him as having robbed them some weeks before. They found his stash, including the gold chains he hadn’t managed to sell yet, and those were what ultimately sealed his fate. Conviction was swift; the guards led him to the courtyard of the Erzan Criminal Justice Complex and offered him the chance to say some final words before he was shot in the forehead.” 
 
    Linda folded her arms. “Sounds typical,” she said, unimpressed. 
 
    “I’m assuming there was a point to all that,” said William. “Doesn’t it just prove what I’m saying? You can’t trust crooks. They’ll screw you over every time.” 
 
    Zotz was credulous. Leveling an appraising gaze at Andrew, the Sage replied: “The point is quite obvious and I have no doubt that Mr. Macomb, in his astuteness, absorbed the moral of the story.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Macomb said. “But it is irrelevant. I’ve maintained all along that I never did anything wrong. Chief Pearson can accuse all he wants to, but the fact remains that he’s pegged the wrong guy.” 
 
    “Your guilt or innocence mean nothing to me,” answered Zotz. “For the record, I believe William, and you would be wise to keep that in mind. Betray me as Ian Plemus did, and I assure you there will be no trial for you. You have an opportunity here. I caution you not to squander it.” 
 
    Macomb won’t be able to resist trying to screw us over, one way or another. He can’t help it. That’s just who he is, thought William, gaining new respect for Zotz as he listened. 
 
    “I believe we can all live with the outcome here?” the Sage confirmed, looking at each of them in turn. “Andrew will have the freedom to move about the ship, within areas designated as low risk. He will be granted access to certain limited functions in the control center, and the opportunity to learn more about the ship should he choose to do so. Are there any objections?” 
 
    Linda spoke up. “Just how much of the ship are you going to give him access to?” 
 
    Before Zotz could respond, the lights in the room faded from warm yellow to somber blue, and a chime emanated from the shipwide communication system. 
 
    “Well? What does that mean?” William demanded. 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea,” the old man admitted, his tone tinged with concern. “The only way to find out is to head for the control center.” 
 
    They left the room together, arriving at the control room in a group, where Zotz immediately began scanning each console for an evaluation of their present situation. William, still feeling like a novice at the whole ship control thing, took a cursory glance around the control room. 
 
    “Any idea what’s going on?” he asked after a few moments. 
 
    “This is known as Condition Blue.” 
 
    “Thanks for the insight. I don’t think the weird blue light would have led me to that conclusion on my own,” he said sarcastically. “What the fuck is a Condition Blue?!” 
 
    Zotz looked up from the panel he was studying. “To put it in simple terms, it would appear that our course has been altered.” 
 
    “By whom?” Linda wondered. 
 
    “Certainly not by any of us,” Zotz noted with some alarm. “It is apparently an automated event.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Are you telling me this ship decided to change direction all by itself?” asked William incredulously. 
 
    Zotz nodded, his eyes remaining glued to the console. 
 
    “This is amazing,” laughed Andrew. “You people have no control over this ship at all? And to think you were so concerned about me being the threat here.” 
 
    The Sage looked up sharply. “Find a way to be helpful, Mr. Macomb, or be quiet.” 
 
    Each of them parked themselves in front of the control consoles, trying to find anything they could to determine a cause or reason for the sudden change of course. Despite their best efforts, very little useful information came to light other than a potential destination. 
 
    “We are approaching a solar system which, according to the scans I have been able to perform, consists of three small, rocky planets within the star’s habitable zone,” Zotz told them. “One of those may be the destination that Transcendence is directing us to.” 
 
    “Could it be an Order outpost or something? Maybe some kind of homing system that we just happened to get within range of?” inquired William. 
 
    “I doubt it. I’ve never heard of any Order presence out here.” 
 
    “For a man who claims not to know much about the Order, you sure seem to know a lot about where they aren’t,” Andrew remarked. 
 
    “What exactly do you think I’ve been doing with this ship all these years? I’ve been exploring the universe. I’ve been many places, including this area, and I can tell you that I have never encountered another Order ship, nor any bases or stations or other facilities of any kind out here,” Zotz responded firmly. “It is that experience upon which I am basing my judgment.” 
 
    “And you’ve visited every planet from here to the Totality Fortress,” commented Andrew, “Which I seem to recall you don’t know the location of.” 
 
    Zotz ignored him, directing his focus onto the ship’s computer and attempting to retake control of the ship, muttering to himself all the while. “What we’re experiencing right now simply shouldn’t be possible. I cannot change course, I cannot get any definitive information about our final destination, I can’t even find out what initiated the Condition Blue in the first place.” 
 
    “Sounds like we’ll just have to wait and see what happens,” Linda said. “Is there any way I can help?” 
 
    A signal from the computer stopped the Sage from answering. The ship vibrated slightly and they could feel it decelerating. 
 
    “Wherever we’re going, I believe we have arrived,” stated Zotz. “We have reached the star system I was telling you about, the one with three potentially habitable planets; although now that we’re close enough, I can tell you they are actually not habitable at all. My preliminary scans show signs of artificial structures on all three, but no atmosphere and no life.” 
 
   
  
 

 28. The Dead Triplets 
 
    To Zotz’s surprise, as Transcendence achieved orbit around one of the planets an announcement appeared on the main console screen explaining in technical jargon why their course had been altered: apparently the ship detected the presence of a highly dangerous and unstable substance originating from this star system, and narrowed it down to one of these three planets. 
 
    “Some sort of secret protocol was engaged upon detection, which initiated an automatic course change and system lockout,” the Sage explained. 
 
    “What kind of substance are we talking about here?” asked William. “Does that mean we have control of the ship back now?” 
 
    “Limited control is available in the sense that we are free to move about this star system, but as far as I can tell we cannot leave. The superluminal drive is offline, and I assume it will remain so until our mission is complete.” 
 
    “What mission is that?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? We must find this substance and destroy it,” Zotz replied. “It’s something called ‘quintessence,’ but don’t even ask me what that means. From what I can discern, it is some sort of elementary substance with high destructive potential, but more detailed information than that is not available. According to the computer, it is classified.” 
 
    “So how are we supposed to know what to do to destroy it?” asked Linda. 
 
    “The ship is currently in the process of manufacturing a specialized module for us to use to capture and dispose of it. First, though, we must find it. Is Kina still resting in the infirmary?” 
 
    “Last time I checked,” she replied. 
 
    “We may need her assistance with this one. Would you be so kind as to fetch her and bring her here, Linda?” 
 
    Linda nodded her assent and left the room. 
 
    Andrew sat down on one of the stools near the main control console, folding his arms across his chest. “What’s our plan then, Boss?” 
 
    “We’re going to have to investigate each one of these planets. The ship is equipped with portable scanners that we can use, which appear to be capable of detecting quintessence. I wish I had more information to give you, but only what we ‘need to know’ is being provided. 
 
    “The three inner planets are roughly similar in mass to Lexin, so there shouldn’t be a noticeable difference in surface gravity once we get down there. As I mentioned, they possess no atmospheres, but there are signs of former civilizations on all three of them. The star itself is on its way out of the main sequence; based on its current composition, it will run out of hydrogen within the next few centuries and become a red giant, swallowing up these planets.” 
 
    “We may be the last people to ever see this place,” William thought aloud. 
 
    “This is definitely not a high-traffic region of space, otherwise I’m sure someone would have detected the quintessence and claimed it for themselves,” commented Zotz. 
 
    “What makes you so sure of that?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “Think on it for a moment. This is a known substance so dangerous that the Order have put an automated protocol for detecting and capturing it on their ships. There are always those who would pay any price for a powerful weapon.” 
 
    “A powerful weapon,” William echoed thoughtfully. 
 
    “I’m sure that isn’t its intended purpose, but perhaps we will learn more on the planets below.” 
 
    As soon as Linda returned with Kina, Zotz gathered everyone together and laid out the plan he had formulated: William, Linda, and Zotz would don spacesuits and investigate the planets, while Kina and Andrew remained in the control center to monitor the situation. An automated rescue protocol had been set into place in case anything went awry on the planets’ surface: all Kina and Andrew would need to do was specify the individual to be rescued, and Transcendence would do the rest. 
 
    “I have not had time to test it,” he warned them. “So I hope that we will not need it, or that it works very well if we do.” 
 
    “How can we be sure Andrew won’t do anything stupid while we’re not here babysitting him?” demanded William. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s why I’m here,” Kina said. 
 
    “Kina has been granted sufficient access to enable her to incarcerate Mr. Macomb, should he decide to make a nuisance of himself or do anything he is not authorized to do,” Zotz confirmed. 
 
    “I have to say, I’m not a real big fan of this plan,” William admitted. “Why don’t I stay with Macomb, and Kina goes with you two instead?” 
 
    “Don’t be a baby,” Linda scolded. “Suit up and let’s get down there! I’ve never been on a dead planet before.” 
 
    “Except Trepsis,” William reminded her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. “Do we actually know how long these planets have been lifeless?” 
 
    “At least a century, perhaps longer,” the Sage answered. “As a word of warning, if there were people alive at the time the atmosphere was stripped from the planets, their bodies may be quite well-preserved, even now.” 
 
    William choked back a snort of laughter at the disgusted expression on Linda’s face as she considered that. 
 
    After giving Kina and Andrew a brief primer on what they would need to know about the ship’s operations, Zotz resigned himself to leaving his ship, and their fate, in the hands of a stranger and a murderer. 
 
    “Let’s get this expedition started,” he said, leading William and Linda to the dropship bay. 
 
    Transcendence had already designated some specific locations for them to investigate, and the Sage programmed the dropships’ flight paths and landing points accordingly. The prospect of searching each planet at great length didn’t appeal to William at all. He wasn’t interested in playing space explorer, all he wanted was to get going on their quest to find the Totality and the people of Trepsis, but he held onto the slim hope that the ship held a lot more information than it readily volunteered. 
 
    How far is this going to set us back? he wondered. Months? Years? Could we be stuck here forever? We’ve probably already lost the Totality. We’ll likely never find out what happened to the Trepsis colonists; no one will ever know what happened to us either, for that matter. 
 
    In the dropship bay, Zotz directed them to a small room off to the side where they could put on environmental suits made of thin, flexible material that hugged the body and held in warmth. Bubble-like helmets went over their heads, and small tanks filled with highly-compressed oxygen were affixed to their backs. 
 
    “We will need to return to our dropships within sixteen hours to replenish our oxygen,” Zotz warned them. “A dropship can do this several times before its own supply runs short, so keep that in mind. We have enough food rations and water aboard to last three days. If we’ve found nothing in that time, we will return to Transcendence to regroup and try again.” 
 
    Hoping it wouldn’t be necessary to go through this more than once, William turned his back to them and suited up. The stretchy material of the environmental suit felt odd against his skin, like his entire body was being grabbed by a giant hand, and the weight of the oxygen tanks immediately caused his back to ache a bit. He shifted his posture around, trying to contend with his new center of gravity and hopefully lessen the strain on his back. Turning around to check on Zotz and Linda, he was surprised to see the Sage standing straight and tall, his posture perfect, looking trim and even muscular out of his robes. 
 
    There must be a lot we don’t know about the old man, he acknowledged silently. 
 
    William’s thoughts on Linda’s appearance in her environmental suit strayed from analysis into baser considerations, which he did his best to hide but she looked up and caught him staring. 
 
    “See something you like?” she teased with a sly smile. 
 
    “You look good, Lin,” he said, blushing. 
 
    Zotz cleared his throat. “If we are all ready, let us proceed. We are in orbit of the outermost of the three planets, which I will investigate. The ship will navigate to each of the three planets in turn. You two may decide for yourselves who will visit which planet.” 
 
    “I’ll take the second one,” Linda said, to which William nodded his agreement. That decided, Zotz climbed into the first dropship and departed for the planet below. 
 
    “Good luck, and be careful,” said William, as the door on Linda’s ship closed and her face disappeared from view. 
 
    Sealing himself inside the third dropship and clinging tightly to the handles as he always did, William wondered what awaited him down below. He wished he shared Zotz’s optimism, but he couldn’t help but consider the possibility that they might find nothing: no records, no useful information, no quintessence. 
 
    As the dropship approached the planet’s surface, something he couldn’t actually feel but sensed nevertheless, he found himself holding his breath. 
 
   
  
 

 29. Anacht 
 
    Zotz’s dropship situated itself between two buildings in what appeared to be the remnants of a military complex. The solitary sun descended toward the horizon, bathing the sky in purple-gold and illuminating the simple, rectangular structures. Each tan building stood separated from the others by fences of varying heights and differing security features, and bore a number painted in dark brown. Cautiously, handheld scanner at the ready, he navigated his way through the area. 
 
    No traces of quintessence lit up the scanner, but Transcendence was either unable or unprepared to specify how close one had to be in order to detect it. Perhaps there are numerous factors involved. 
 
    Heading for the door at the nearest building, he reached out and turned the old-fashioned metal knob, surprised when it opened easily. It was dark within, and though he found a light switch on the wall by the door, flipping it up and down accomplished nothing. Activating the frontal light on his scanner, he aimed a beam down the lengthy hallway ahead of him; doors were evenly spaced several meters apart on the left side, ending in a corner that also turned left. He checked each door as he passed, finding two of them locked, but the third swung inward to reveal a disheveled mess of a supply closet stocked with paper, writing utensils, and other basic office needs. Seeing nothing of interest to him, Zotz moved on and turned the corner. 
 
    The second corridor went on for a much longer distance, turning left again at the end of it, and around the corner was an open area. Computer stations in a neat arrangement of rows occupied the space, each set up in more or less the same way. Beyond, the last room was filled with tables that held papers, cups, and disposable dishes, some bearing perfectly-preserved food items. Curious, he picked up an apple with a single bite out of it, turning it over in the path of his light. 
 
    On the floor lay the body of a man who could very well have been the person eating it, frozen in place, bent over with his arms clutching at his abdomen, terror etched on his ashen face. Like the fruit, the corpse showed no signs of decomposition; it looked as if he might have died mere moments before Zotz’s arrival. 
 
    This planet must have lost its atmosphere very quickly, he mused. 
 
    Expecting little, he set down his scanner and attempted to activate one of the computers but it did not respond. In the far corner of the room, he spotted a large device that stretched from floor to ceiling, possibly a rack server or a backup power unit. Stepping over the corpses which littered the area, he inspected the unit, locating a panel with numerous buttons and a switch. He flicked it on, and immediately a low hum filled the room accompanied by the glow of nearby computer monitors as they came to life. 
 
    One of the computers soon finished running its start up programs and an array of incomprehensible characters appeared on the screen as he watched, the translator in his brain working overtime to decode the foreign language system. Although he was nowhere near fluent, he recognized the login prompt when it came onscreen with the usual username already filled in: “d_jenner”. Signing in without a password and just using “password” rejected him, so he began to search through the desk, looking for anything that might call out to him as a likely password. D Jenner, however, wisely kept no notes, no photographs, and no documentation that could be mined for possible passwords. 
 
    Searching the other desks, he found a promising candidate in “t_malens.” Malens’ desk was cluttered with framed photographs of a smiling young woman, and beneath one of them was a plaque that read: “Tyler and Melanie, 3rd Anniversary.” Booting up Mr. Malens’ computer, he tried “Melanie” as the password, and smiled with satisfaction as the system allowed him access. All he hoped was that the man had enough access to let him discern this facility’s purpose, and if it had anything to do with research or production of quintessence. Trawling through the computer’s equivalent of a file system, he found various documents that presented him with mathematical formulae and insider jargon that he couldn’t interpret, even with the benefit of the translators. 
 
    Perhaps there is a simple primer somewhere among these files, he considered. Something to describe whatever this facility was involved with. 
 
    His search was interrupted by Linda’s voice, piped into his ear from the suit’s built-in headset. “Zotz? William? Did you both make it okay?” 
 
    “I have arrived without incident and I am currently investigating what appears to be a military facility,” Zotz announced. 
 
    “I got dropped off at some kind of corporate office,” Linda reported back to him. “There are computers but none of them will turn on.” 
 
    “Look for a backup power unit. I found one in the facility here. There may not be one at your location if the firm didn’t see fit to spend the money, but that’s always something you can count on with military projects: gross overspending on things you may never need.” 
 
    “Tell that to the Militiamen,” William cut in. “I’m in what looks like a university campus. Just guessing here, but it sounds like we’re putting together a project that was a joint effort between the military here, the education system, and a corporate entity.” 
 
    “That sound pretty typical for Lexin, but this isn’t Lexin. Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Zotz warned. “I’ve yet to determine that anything in this facility has to do with quintessence research or production. For now, allow me some silence so I can investigate.” 
 
    Eventually, Zotz discovered a file backup location, where more files were kept that related to whatever work was done here as well as a set of files marked with terms like “INTRODUCTION” and “TRAINING.” He selected one and attempted to open it. A gray-haired and gray-bearded man in uniform appeared on the screen, but the lack of atmosphere also meant a lack of sound so Zotz couldn’t hear what he said. After some frantic searching, he managed to activate a subtitle feature and restarted the playback. 
 
    “Good evening. I’m General Irving Rethkin of the Anacht Defense Force. The material you are about to view is considered state secret. Do not share it with anyone unless ordered to do so by a superior officer. You’re here because you’ve been selected to participate in the Unlimited Advantage Project. It’s unlikely you were provided many details about the nature of this project before being recruited. Rest assured, it is likely to be the single most important endeavor upon which you or anyone else will ever embark.” 
 
    The man’s image faded out, replaced by a photograph of one of the other planets. The General continued to speak: “Two years ago, we learned that the government of Cainin had been funding research into a top-secret substance with the aid of partners on Berys. The official explanation we were offered was ‘energy independence.’ This answer did not satisfy our leadership. Indeed, ongoing intelligence operations have given every indication that the Cainins and Berysians are developing a weapon capable of eradicating all life on a planet, or even destroying our very sun.” 
 
    A computer simulation played next, showing some sort of projectile launching from Cainin, striking Anacht, and unleashing a wave of destructive energy that turned green grass and blue oceans into brown ruins. General Rethkin continued: “Our response was to initiate the Unlimited Advantage Project. We’ve constructed a particle accelerator beneath the advanced research facility at Holden Outpost. The substance we are attempting to create and harness is known as quintessence.” 
 
    Another image filled the screen, this time of thin filaments vibrating and passing through one another, changing color and shape and length rapidly. “Quintessence can’t be seen. This is an artist’s depiction based on the supposed physical properties of the substance. It is more elementary than the most elementary particles we know. It is the stuff of which the entire universe is made. Locked within it is the potential to create matter, build planets and stars and galaxies, and to destroy them just as easily. Our goals, however, are less ambitious. 
 
    “Our directive is develop quintessence as a countermeasure against potential Cainin and Berysian aggression. Should they broach an armed conflict with us, we intend to be ready with the ultimate weapon. Research is still ongoing to determine what quantities of the substance are suitable for weaponization while falling short of annihilating an entire planet.” 
 
    I suppose I have to give them credit for not condoning outright genocide, Zotz thought. 
 
    The next image was a small brown orb covered with craters, shown in orbit of Anacht. Zotz guessed what it was before Rethkin confirmed it: “Anacht’s moon has been designated as a test site for a prototype quintessence weapon. We anticipate being able to conduct this test within the next eight months.” 
 
    Rethkin reappeared on the screen, standing straight and saluting. “Welcome aboard the project, soldier! I’m sure you’ll do us proud. Further details may be obtained at your workstation or from your commanding officer.” 
 
    I wonder how near they came to engaging their test? Perhaps it was the test itself that killed them all? he mused. 
 
    “Kina?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yes, Zotz?” 
 
    “How are you and Andrew doing up there?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Andrew answered with a hint of annoyance. “Do you want something?” 
 
    “I need a scan of this planet’s moon.” 
 
    “Give me a few minutes to figure out how to do that,” Kina replied. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Evidence of a sudden loss of mass, energy residues where none should be present, that sort of thing. Please report anything that appears inconsistent with a natural satellite that has been subjected to billions of years of bombardment.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best.” 
 
    “William? Linda? Have you found anything?” 
 
    “I’m just now getting one of the computers turned on,” Linda responded. “Most of the desks here have emergency power supplies under them, but I had to try over a dozen before I found one that still worked. A few of them started to act like they were turning on and then the case melted! No smoke or anything like that, they just started deforming all of a sudden.” 
 
    Suddenly Zotz realized something that he should have come to sooner. “Linda, don’t turn on any computers you find! William, the same goes for you!” 
 
    “Should I even bother to ask why?” 
 
    “There is no air to dissipate the heat they generate. The computers in this military facility are probably built to withstand extreme temperatures and environments. Commodity systems, as you may find in an office building or a university lab, are far less likely to have such safeguards.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were a computer expert,” William said, genuinely surprised. 
 
    “Hardly. Most of what I know, I learned from Transcendence‘s systems. But Linda’s mention of the melting power unit reminded me that the ship uses a special liquid cooling system to carry heat away from its central processors, as they are housed in an area free of atmosphere to ensure the most rapid operation and avoid oxidation and other reactions with air,” explained the Sage. 
 
    “If we can’t turn them on, what are we supposed to do with them?” Linda wondered. 
 
    “Find one or two machines you think may house useful information and load them onto your dropships. We’ll take them back to Transcendence for analysis. In the meantime, see if you can find any paper records.” 
 
    “I’ve found quite a pile,” William reported. “I can’t make any sense of it, though.” 
 
    “Load up anything that you believe might be informative. I will continue my investigation here.” 
 
    I want to know how far this Unlimited Advantage Project progressed. Did they test it? Did Berys or Cainin attack? It is clear to me that there were, in fact, at least three distinct and separate societies on these planets. If one of them managed to perfect a quintessence weapon, or worse, develop one of which they later lost control, it could explain what happened here, thought Zotz. 
 
    He discovered that the most recent entries in the system were security logs. An alert had been issued shortly before the system shut down, he learned, and after fumbling with the peculiar interface, he coaxed it into recreating the actual alert. 
 
    “PERIMETER BREACH. ALL PERSONNEL RESPOND. DEADLY FORCE IS AUTHORIZED.” 
 
    Much to his disappointment, no further records were available. Whatever happened on Anacht had not been recorded, as the system doing the recording ceased operation moments after the perimeter breach. 
 
   
  
 

 30. Berys 
 
    Linda arrived at the conclusion that she hated stairs as she hauled herself up the last flight leading to the eighth floor of the office building. Based on the size of the offices, she determined that upper management had occupied the top floor, and since she thought it reasonable to expect the managers would have the most sensitive information regarding whatever it was they did here, she figured that one of their computers would be the best choice to bring back to Transcendence with her. 
 
    The trip back down the stairs should have been easier, by all assumptions, but the computer itself was heavy and she had to take it one step at a time, mindful of her balance at each moment, taking care not to tumble down the stairs. The damn thing wasn’t just heavy, but also wider than her torso which placed considerable strain on her arms and back. It reminded her of the massive bags of shredded potatoes she dragged in from the truck at Tom’s Bar and Eatery on a regular basis. She grimaced as she lugged the thing down, step by step, wondering if there would even be anything useful at all on it. 
 
    “Of course we couldn’t have come here when it still had power for the elevators,” she muttered to herself. At least she hadn’t encountered any dead bodies like Zotz had, though she wasn’t sure why not. Maybe everyone was off work the day things went sour? 
 
    Finally, she got the stupid thing loaded into her dropship, before turning around again and traipsing all the way back up the stairs for the monitor, which seemed as though it weighed nearly as much as the computer itself and was just as awkward. It wasn’t until she went back into the stairwell for the third time, panting and sweating, that she realized she could have grabbed any of the monitors on the first floor and it would have worked just as well. Kicking herself, she ducked into the first office she came to and picked up a control pad. 
 
    Passing through the lobby on her way out with it, her gaze landed upon a small round table in the waiting area piled with neatly arranged magazines—actual paper ones—not slate devices like she was more familiar with. Curious, she sifted through the fashion issues, car periodicals and sports journals, until she came across a news and current events volume: the cover was emblazoned with an abstract map of the planet, showing the two smaller planets on either side of it, and stylized arrows pointing between all three. The headline read: ANACHT VS. CAININ: A COLD WAR REIGNITED? WHERE DOES BERYS STAND? 
 
    This might be interesting, she thought, rolling it up and tucking it under her arm. 
 
    Boarding the dropship once again, she set it to return to Transcendence and settled in with the news journal for the ride back. At first, the language proved difficult to figure out and the translators were unable to interpret the dense prose as easily as they had the headline, but even though she was only able to make out every third or fourth word it was enough to get the gist. 
 
    The cover story was a dissertation on what had been the current political situation between the three planets, three separate cultures that obviously did not always get along with each other. Cainin and Anacht clearly had issues with one another; Cainin publicly declared that they were interested only in peaceful coexistence with their neighbors, and pointed to long-standing diplomatic and trade agreements with Berys as evidence, while Anacht appeared to be less trusting, and frequently threatened sanctions, blockades, and even military strikes should Cainin step out of line. Berysian analysts expressed concern that Anacht might be preparing for a shooting war with Cainin, but what she didn’t understand was why Anacht’s government seemed to harbor such enmity for Cainin. She felt as though she must be missing crucial historical background and context. 
 
    There were also mentions of new satellite networks being launched over Anacht to provide security information, which the Berysians criticized as being secret weapons platforms despite mutual treaties that forbade the deployment of orbital weapons by any of the three worlds. 
 
    What a mess. These people didn’t trust each other at all, she realized, thankful that Lexin’s government, for all its faults, at least remained intact and didn’t have any nasty neighbors to contend with. The Lexinian Authority may be corrupt and let the mining conglomerates essentially run rampant over the planet, but I really don’t see the government accidentally killing everyone through some weapon run amok like what seems to have happened here. 
 
    Other articles in the magazine shed more light on Anacht’s situation, and it didn’t surprise her to learn that the government of Anacht had been facing declining public support due to ongoing economic downturns, resource shortages, and political scandals that shook the people’s confidence in their leaders. Military-related firms were accused of abusing their funds, while claiming the money was needed to bolster Anacht’s defenses against a resurgent Cainin. There wasn’t any evidence she could find that indicated Cainin, in fact, had designs on war with Anacht, but it looked to her like Anacht was the most likely candidate at fault. 
 
    “I’ve found something interesting,” Zotz’s voice echoed in her helmet, startling her. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Someone attacked the military facility here shortly before whatever happened went down.” 
 
    “Do you know who did it?” 
 
    “I am afraid not,” he said. 
 
    “I’m on my way back to the ship with a manager’s computer from some company called Superdyne Systems, or something like that,” she told him. “Did you know that Anacht launched a new satellite network not long before everything blew up?” 
 
    “I did not. That’s very interesting.” 
 
    “I read this news article that said they put it up for security information. Maybe they can tell us something.” 
 
    “Indeed. I hadn’t thought of that. Kina? Kina, are you there?” 
 
    Her voice came through slightly muffled. “Yes, I’m here. Sorry, I was eating.” 
 
    “Kina, do you detect any satellites in orbit of Anacht?” he inquired. 
 
    “Which one’s Anacht?” 
 
    “The planet where I am; the one farthest from the sun.” 
 
    “Right. Hold on,” she paused. “Wow, there are hundreds of them out there! You probably don’t know which one you’re looking for, I assume?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not, so could you please survey all of them? See if any still have power, look for infrared and radio emissions, anything like that,” the Sage instructed. 
 
    “Sure, it might take a while though. I don’t even know where to begin to do something like that, but hopefully Andrew can help.” 
 
    “I have every confidence in the two of you,” Zotz said. 
 
    Suddenly, Linda realized that William hadn’t participated at all in the whole conversation, which was unlike him. “William?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Kina, can you locate William?” she asked. 
 
    “I already started working on that satellite scan. I have no idea how to multitask on this thing, other than the button I hold down to talk to you. What do I do, Zotz?” 
 
    “Check the EVA heading. Are there still three green lights under it?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then he is fine, either he is simply out of wireless contact for the moment or just not listening,” he told them. “Should one of those lights turn red or turn off, then someone has run into trouble.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Kina replied. “Three green lights. Got it.” 
 
    Linda wanted to be relieved, but she couldn’t help worrying. She knew William well enough to know that if he found something interesting or dangerous, he would pursue it relentlessly to learn as much as possible without regard for the risks. Distracting herself with the current events magazine, she managed to finish it before arriving back aboard Transcendence. 
 
    Kina was busy with her satellite scans, so Andrew grudgingly helped Linda haul the computer parts up to the tech lab a few decks above the control center where they could be tested. Small robotic units capable of investigating unfamiliar technology inhabited the lab, and as soon as the parts were arranged neatly on an examination table, a flurry of small machines emerged from miniature elevators at each corner of the table, full of little arms and tentacle-like sensors and glowing protrusions. One carved a perfectly circular hole in the computer’s case with a powerful blue beam, crawling inside and setting about its work while other probed and analyzed. Linda watched, fascinated, but Andrew just leaned against the wall with his arms folded across his chest, doing his best to feign disinterest. 
 
    He’s trying to learn as much as he can about this ship without us knowing it, she realized, and the more he learns, the more dangerous he will be. If he’s as smart as William thinks he is, we’ll have to put some limits on him very soon whether Zotz likes it or not. For the time being, though, she was content to let him think she was buying into his act, as it gave her a slight advantage that might become useful later when he wouldn’t expect it. 
 
    The computer hummed to life, a login screen flashing on the monitor briefly before the robot analysts had the necessary text entered into the prompt boxes and she found herself with unfettered access to Superdyne Systems. While she was by no means a computer expert, even so she explored the files on the computer while Andrew watched nonchalantly from over her shoulder. 
 
    Her mind wandered as she sifted through the information in front of her, her thoughts turning to Erzan. She’d only planned to be gone a few hours. By now, she had no doubt been fired for abandoning her job, and probably evicted from her apartment, as well. She thought of her belongings tossed out onto the street like garbage. It might have made her sadder had that part of her life still felt real to her. Now, it seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    Suddenly, she realized she was staring blankly at a folder labeled “The Yellow Initiative,” and some instinct kicked in that told her this was something important. The files available didn’t offer up much of use, at first: financial reports, presentations, investment opportunities. Whatever their business had been, Superdyne certainly got paid a lot of money to do it from the looks of things. She was busy wading through what looked like a presentation aimed at investors when Andrew spoke up. 
 
    “Hey, what gives? I can’t read any of that.” 
 
    “You haven’t had the translator injection yet, have you?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “I imagine if Zotz wants you to have one, then he will explain it to you and arrange it later on,” she replied. “Now, stop distracting me.” 
 
    The presentation’s slides were scant on actual details as to what the Yellow Initiative was about; it was couched in language such as “highly sensitive project,” “backed by multiple governments,” “promising research,” and “highly lucrative opportunity.” It seemed like a sales pitch, which didn’t tell her anything substantive about the project itself, only how badly Superdyne wanted to sell the concept to potential investors. 
 
    For the time being, she decided to move on to something else. Opening a folder of messages, she found a timeline of correspondence involving top Superdyne leadership. The name Kale Nagiq appeared repeatedly, and Kale’s messages were often full of concerns bordering on paranoia about the Yellow Initiative project. To her frustration, most of the messages were short and vague with comments like “rumors from ANT about YI knockoff, progress ahead of ours?” and “lunar test last week. ANT’s got us. CCU’s going to cut us out.” Clearly, things hadn’t been going well at Superdyne, at least in Kale Nagiq’s opinion. The last message had been directed to the computer’s owner, Yim Pladus, from Kale, and posed a simple question: “Are we go for tonight’s op?” 
 
    What was the “op”? Did they go forward with it? Why didn’t Yim reply? And did it have anything to do with Anacht? she wondered, sitting back in the chair thoughtfully. I sure hope William’s digging up more useful information than we have so far. 
 
    Every answer only seemed to generate more questions. 
 
   
  
 

 31. Cainin 
 
    The tunnel system below the university extended much farther than William expected; at first, he thought it only spanned the grounds of the university itself, which amounted to several blocks on either side of a main thoroughfare in the middle of town. Every building on campus was connected by tunnels, some with obvious access points, like the arts and journalism center, but others were far less conspicuous; the science and technology facility, for example, had tunnel access restricted to a remote basement chamber which most students would never find by accident. 
 
    He was not sure if that meant anything. 
 
    When the tunnels led him to a place well outside the campus, however, he began to wonder what the true purpose of this maze actually was. According to the university library, this school, known as Cainin East, was apparently well-known for its scientific research facilities although William had been decidedly underwhelmed by the facilities he’d managed to find. Instead, he continued to explore the tunnels, curious as to why some exited in places like the mechanical room of city hall, the basement of the courthouse, and even the back room of what he figured was a delicatessen. 
 
    Something here just doesn’t add up, he mused. 
 
    Suddenly realizing that he had already spent several hours in the tunnels, he thought it might be wise to report back his position and activities. He returned to the library just in time to catch the tail-end of a communication from Linda as he climbed up the ladder. 
 
    “Linda?” 
 
    “Oh, William! Good to hear from you again,” her voice came back, her happiness tinged with a familiar sliver of annoyance. “Find anything interesting?” 
 
    “A bunch of tunnels. I don’t know what’s important about them, but I intend to find out.” 
 
    “Tunnels? What sort of tunnels?” Zotz inquired with interest. 
 
    “They connect all the buildings at this university, Cainin East, they called it, but some of them go pretty far afield. They’re here for more than just an emergency shelter, I can tell you that.” 
 
    “Linda and I have been discussing our findings,” the Sage told him. “Are you aware that these three worlds were not necessarily allied with one another?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that impression from what you two said before. I’m in the university library right now. Is there something in particular you want me to look for here?” 
 
    “Is there a reference section? Perhaps some historical volumes?” asked Zotz. 
 
    “I’ll let you know what I find,” he answered. 
 
    Zotz and I got sent to the wrong planets, William thought ruefully. He’d love it here, and I would have rather gone to the military facility. I’d be in my element over there. He could come here and read books until he dies. 
 
    The library was huge, bigger than any other building on campus and stretching over four levels. Scouring each floor, he finally found the history section, which occupied a good portion of the third level’s north side with thousands of history books. Signs protruded at different points on each shelf, denoting subcategories like “colonization,” “mercantile,” “politics” and “war.” The last one caught his attention, and though there were many books about war on the shelves, William took his time scanning through the titles. Several explicitly mentioned Cainin: The Conquest of Cainin, Resistance: Cainin Freedom Fighters, For All Cainins and Cainin’s Disgrace. It wasn’t hard to draw the conclusion that something bad had happened on Cainin in the past, before it met the same fate as Anacht and Berys. 
 
    Another thick volume, nestled between the books with “Cainin” on their spines, stood out titled A Timeline of Anachti Aggression. William selected The Conquest of Cainin, flipping to the table of contents page to find chapter the headings, where he figured out in short order that Anacht had, at some recent point in history relative to the writing, conquered Cainin. It was not an easy conquest, either, but a long and bloody one, followed by a brutal occupation. Sixty years prior to the book’s publication, Anacht and Cainin engaged in a shooting war over multiple issues, primary among them being favorable trade rights with Berys, which possessed mineral and biological resources that Cainin and Anacht lacked. Berys held the advantage but expressed no interest in a conflict, and neither of the other two worlds wished to alienate their potential trading partners by going to war with them directly, so it was left to Anacht and Cainin to settle their differences through warfare. Cainin clearly had little historical experience with war; nevertheless, they did mobilize and put up a formidable fight in spite of the fact that the Anachti were far more skilled and experienced in the military arts. 
 
    A rebellion here never would’ve had a chance, William realized. 
 
    It hadn’t. Resistance documented the brilliant, but ultimately futile, efforts by Cainin to throw off the Anachti occupation. The university system was the major hotbed of resistance—the planet’s intelligentsia refused to bow down easily to forces they viewed as dimwitted brutes—but what the Anachti troops lacked in intelligence, they made up in sheer numbers and firepower. Whole cities were razed to the ground, civilians were rounded up and shot to set an example, and ships full of refugees attempting to flee to Berys were blown up mid-transit. It was all there. William found himself developing a strong distaste for whatever sort of culture the Anachti possessed. 
 
    The Anachti occupation of Cainin lasted for twenty years, ending only because unrest on Anacht made the continued expenditures politically untenable, so the Anachti forces retreated home. The remaining Cainins were finally free to rebuild, but an enduring hatred of the Anachti became evident in the way the authors of the books spoke of their conquerors: 
 
    “The Anachti soldier is a vile beast, a creature of low cunning and limited judgment, made powerful over the forces of life and death with the lethal grant of a rifle and a writ from superiors to obliterate enemies. Cainins were always the enemies. The educated came first, then the strong men, then the women, then the children. Claims that they killed indiscriminately are unfair. They discriminated along the lines described above. 
 
    “The Anachti ended revolts through three major strategies. First, any attack by resistance fighters was repaid tenfold. This discouraged most from joining any resistance movements. Second, any rebel who was identified would have their family executed publicly, broadcast at least as wide as the local metropolitan area, or globally in the case of particularly notorious fighters. These executions were carried out even if the fighter was identified posthumously. This further chilled recruitment efforts for the resistance. Finally, the Anachti became adept at acquiring double agents and directly infiltrating cells. After depriving Cainins of food, water, shelter, and medical care, the Anachti regime would ply vulnerable resistance fighters with promises of luxuries such as full bellies, slaked thirsts, and warm beds. Most resisted the temptations. Some could not.” 
 
    The accounts of Anachti strategies and atrocities seemed endless. Zotz said this quintessence stuff was dangerous. Could it have been used here as a weapon? Is that what happened? Did Cainin try to get revenge on Anacht with a quintessence weapon and accidentally killed everyone, including themselves? 
 
    He reported his findings over the communications link, which Zotz found intriguing, but he quickly changed the subject to Kina and Andrew’s progress investigating the satellites around Anacht. 
 
    “We haven’t gone far with that yet, we’ve been busy observing Linda’s analysis of the computer she brought back from... Berys, was it?” Andrew replied. 
 
    “One of you needs to return to the control center and get going on it,” Zotz ordered. “I don’t care which of you does it, just get it done. I suspect there is vital information contained in their memories, if any of them are intact and accessible.” 
 
    Kina reminded them that in order to investigate the satellites, Transcendence would need to be moved to orbit Anacht, rather than maintaining an equal distance between all three planets, and that would put William significantly out of reach. While he wasn’t thrilled about that, William nonetheless agreed that it was necessary. 
 
    “I have plenty of reading to do down here anyway,” he said, trying to be reassuring. “I’m sure I can burn a few hours in the library while you go off to Anacht for a bit.” 
 
    Hitting the books once again, he finally found an explanation for the tunnels in The Conquest of Cainin: 
 
    “During the Anacht-Cainin War, tunnel networks were constructed under many vital structures to allow for free movement of people and materials, away from the surveillance of orbiting Anachti ships as well as terrestrial monitoring systems. The Anachti demonstrated a penchant for orbital bombardment whenever they discovered supply lines on the surface, which forced those lines to move underground. The tunnels continued to be used during the occupation by resistance forces.” 
 
    Suddenly, he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. Noiselessly closing the book, he took a few careful, quiet steps toward the source, not sure what he expected to find as he rounded the corner of the bookcase. 
 
    Nothing. Maybe I’ve just been here alone too long, and now I’m starting to hallucinate for lack of company, he thought with a sigh. 
 
    Turning back toward the books, he started to return to his seat when could have sworn he sensed something behind him. A soft glow reflected off the interior of his orb-like helmet, and quickly he spun around just in time to catch a quick glimpse of something the size of a human, but moving as though it was both there and not at the same time. He gave chase in true militiaman style. His pursuit led him past several aisles of bookcases to a corner, and there a glowing figure stood, its rainbows of color shifting first one way and then the other. Slowly, the colors began to fade, and in the darkness, he thought he saw a human face. 
 
    He directed the beam from his portable scanner at the figure in the corner, but a pale hand quickly rose to block it and shrunk away from him. “Wait! I just want to see your face!” he called out as gently as he could. 
 
    “William?” Linda said in his earpiece. “Who are you talking to? Is there someone down there with you?” 
 
    “Stand by,” William responded. 
 
    Idiot, he scolded himself. Whoever—whatever—it is, they can’t hear me with no air. 
 
    He lowered the light, aiming it at the floor between them as a sign of goodwill before taking a cautious step forward. The ambient illumination provided enough light for him to see the figure’s clothing: simple black shoes, plain dark pants and long-sleeved shirt which opened at the neck to reveal a face he was shocked to recognize. 
 
    Devon! 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” the figure replied, although the man’s lips didn’t move. The words went directly into William’s head as naturally as if they had been spoken aloud. 
 
    How is he speaking? How is he breathing, not suffocating? I’m going crazy, that’s the only answer. I’ve completely cracked. Totally lost it. Next thing you know, Zotz will find me down here, eating my own shoes. 
 
    “Relax, William. I’m not here to harm you,” said Devon Engels’ voice in his head. 
 
    William spoke aloud: “Kina, are you reading me? Can I get a scan down here? Something weird is going on.” 
 
    If they can detect him, it’ll prove I’m not crazy, he thought, waiting a few moments for a response but there was none. “Kina? Linda? Anybody?” 
 
    “We need some privacy,” Devon said with an inaudible sigh. “I didn’t intend for you to see me here.” 
 
    “What did you do, cut off communications? Put them back on!” William demanded. 
 
    “William, you need to calm down. There is more at stake here than you realize. Your friends are about to find something important.” 
 
    “What is it? The quintessence?” 
 
    “Not directly, but yes,” Devon confirmed. “Some things I can’t leave to chance.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hear it then,” said William, “What have you got to say?” 
 
    “I didn’t come to say anything, I came to do. Words mean little, after all.” 
 
    Kina’s voice startled William. “Zotz? I think something’s wrong.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” William demanded, but again, no one acknowledged him. 
 
    “They can’t hear you,” said Devon, tapping his right ear with one finger. “Just listen.” 
 
    “Please explain,” said Zotz, in the earpiece. 
 
    “Andrew and I found a working satellite orbiting Anacht which we were able to connect to, and we started downloading its data but then something happened.” 
 
    “Spit it out, Kina!” 
 
    “We had to use an active microwave signal to communicate with it, since its own power levels were so low that we had to provide some. That’s not what is unusual, or at least it wouldn’t be, except that I can’t seem to sever the link,” she explained. “The satellite’s drawing more and more power from us and I don’t know how to stop it.” 
 
    “What she’s trying to say,” Andrew put in, “Is that we inadvertently tripped some sort of security program in the satellite that’s draining our power.” 
 
    “Transcendence has an enormous power supply,” Zotz told them. “No meager satellite could draw enough power to threaten its functions.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it’s storing up what it’s pulling from us and sharing it with other satellites. They’re all charging, too. Two more have come online and started demanding power from us,” said Kina. 
 
    “Cut off the power, then! It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “We have no idea how to do that, Zotz. We have tried everything that looked like it might work, but it’s just not happening.” 
 
    “I’ll return to the ship and take care of it myself. Don’t touch anything, don’t do anything,” ordered the Sage. “Just wait for me.” 
 
    Devon’s voice filled William’s head. “They don’t have time to wait, William. You must return to your ship.” 
 
    “Why? What’s going on? Please, you have to tell me what you know!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I know! The things I know are from the past, and only the future counts.” 
 
    Shoving his misgivings aside and muttering to himself about “cryptic bullshit”, William decided to take Devon Engels’ advice and get back to Transcendence immediately. Hurriedly, he grabbed some of the books and tucked them under his arm before heading outside for the dropship. 
 
    “Hello? Zotz? Can anyone hear me?” he said, kicking the switch to open the dropship door with one foot while juggling books. 
 
    “Yes, but we have bigger problems right now,” answered Zotz. 
 
    “I heard. I just couldn’t get through for a few minutes.” 
 
    The door opened, and Devon was waiting inside for him. “One thing, William: when the satellites begin to do what they are going to do, you must leave immediately. Don’t wait around. You have to promise not to hold back just to see what happens.” 
 
    Given his load of heavy texts, the sense that he was pressed for time, and the fact that Devon blocked the entrance to the dropship, William would have agreed to more or less anything at that point. 
 
    “Yeah, fine, whatever, just get out of the way!” 
 
    Devon vanished for a moment, reappearing outside. “Don’t dally. You will all die if you do.” 
 
    William hit the switch to seal the dropship in response. Fiddling with the control panel and display next to the door, he discovered to his chagrin that he was in for a ten-hour ride back. He grimaced, letting out an irritated groan as took the opportunity to top up his oxygen tank from dropship’s internal supply. 
 
    “William,” said Zotz. “I see that you are on your way back. If I can resolve this power drain situation before you make it back, we will come by and pick you up.” 
 
    “Thanks. How’s that going?” 
 
    “The news isn’t good. The satellite network has synchronized to the frequency of our power systems and made a complete circuit. It’s behaving as if it’s part of the ship’s own power grid. The ship won’t let us move out of alignment because it won’t permit the deliberate damage to the hull that would result from the return flow. Damn failsafes. This is one time it would be good for them to fail.” 
 
    “I assume you can’t override?” 
 
    “Higher command functions are disabled due to the quintessence protocol, remember? The only alternative I have been able to come up with is to shut down the ship’s reactor entirely, which would halt the feeding of power to the satellite network, but it would take several hours to restart the core,” the Sage explained. “We’d have no superluminal drive, no defenses and no communications; we would have only minimal local thrusters and life support. We are stuck, I’m afraid.” 
 
    William was perplexed by Zotz’s obvious reluctance to take direct action and solve the problem. “Well, what are you waiting for? It’s going to take me hours to rendezvous with you anyway.” 
 
    “It’s just... William, I’ve never done this before,” admitted Zotz. “I’ve read the manuals, and I know, in theory, how a full restart is meant to work, but I don’t know if it actually will work as written. I don’t know how to correct the situation if anything goes wrong, and I also do not know which command functions might be affected by the interaction of the quintessence protocol and the reactor restart routine. There are too many variables and I am concerned about the risks.” 
 
    “So, what if we do nothing and just see what happens with the satellites?” 
 
    Linda interjected: “I’ve been watching and it looks like almost the entire network is powered up. If something’s going to happen, I bet it will be soon. Did anyone look at the data we got back from the first satellite?” 
 
    “I’ve been decoding it,” Andrew said. “It wasn’t easy since you people didn’t give me your translator bugs or whatever they are, so I just had to guess from this ship’s bizarre user interface how to work with it. I pulled out a command log and some buffered audio, which is probably communications that were supposed to be sent over to another satellite, or a base on one of the planets.” 
 
    “Did you get anything from the log?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Someone gave the order to execute Test 1, the satellite sent a signal that’s not at all comprehensible to me, and that was it.” 
 
    “I’d bet almost anything Test 1 was some kind of quintessence experiment,” William surmised. 
 
    “I’ve almost got the audio decoded now. Here, I’ll play some for you,” offered Andrew. 
 
    An unfamiliar voice filled William’s earpiece, in a hushed tone that was full of terror: “I should have known it would be the Cainins. Should’ve killed them all. If you read this, evacuate everyone. Get everyone out, get them as far as you can. Fly to Berys if you can. Anywhere but here, Anacht isn’t safe. If you see my wife or children, tell them I love them and I did everything for them.” 
 
    “That’s the end of the message.” 
 
    Kina broke in: “Not to interrupt, but something’s happening with the satellites.” 
 
    William had never felt so powerless, clutching the dropship’s safety handles tightly with both hands. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Stand by,” Zotz said, and the communications link went quiet for a few moments. “It seems that the satellites have turned away from us and are aiming their dishes at a specific point on the surface of Anacht’s moon.” 
 
    Andrew confirmed it. “They’re sending a signal. It looks a lot like the one I mentioned before, the one I couldn’t make anything of. No, wait, let me clarify that: it’s not like that signal, it’s the rest of it. I’m not sure what it says, but it definitely has a pattern. You know something? I don’t think Test 1 ever activated.” 
 
    If their quintessence test never happened, then what killed everything here? And what did the Cainins do? thought William, recalling what Devon had said. 
 
    “Zotz, can you move the ship yet?” 
 
    “I can,” he confirmed. “The power links with the satellites have been severed.” 
 
    “Then you’d better come get me right away,” he said, trying not to let his anxiety show, but at that moment he could have torn his own hair out. 
 
    “We’ll be there shortly. I’d like to wait and see what comes of this satellite activity.” 
 
    “No!” William shouted. “You have to come get me now and we have to get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    There was silence for several long, agonizing moments. “Kina says she’s an experienced pilot. She’ll take one of the ferry ships from Transcendence to capture your dropship.” 
 
    He only cares about seeing what happens on that moon. He doesn’t realize that we can’t stay here! Devon said we can’t, but then, Devon’s not real, is he? I can’t very well tell him about that, Zotz isn’t going to listen to a crazy man ranting about a dream or a hallucination or whatever that was, William realized. 
 
    “I’m detecting a power surge on the moon,” Zotz announced. “I cannot tell you more than that at this point, but whatever it is, it is incredibly intense. The energy levels are far beyond what the satellite network could possibly be generating. I believe they are only a supplement, or part of an activation process, not the actual power source of the test.” 
 
    Yeah, the quintessence must be the real source, and who knows what that will do once it becomes active? 
 
    William tried again. “Zotz, I really don’t think we should wait around to see what happens. This quintessence stuff is supposed to be really dangerous, isn’t it? What if we don’t have time to escape?” 
 
    “We currently can’t escape anyway. Transcendence won’t allow it.” 
 
    The dropship vibrated noticeably and an audible clang sounded through the thick wall plating. 
 
    “Kina, is that you?” William asked hopefully. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve got you,” she replied. “We’re on our way back now.” 
 
    “Something’s definitely happening,” Zotz commented. “There’s something—oh. Oh! This is bad.” 
 
    “What’s bad? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Yes, please tell us what you’re seeing,” Kina urged. “Is there anything I need to be concerned with on the way back?” 
 
    “The moon is... coming apart,” Zotz answered incredulously. “There’s a shock wave coming with it, moving quickly. I can’t wait for you, Kina, I will have to come to you. You’ll have to land once I get close enough!” 
 
    No further communications came through. Since there was nothing else he could do, William closed his eyes and squeezed the safety handles, imagining a massive shock wave moving outward from Anacht’s moon, chasing the tail of Transcendence while Kina flew straight toward it. He wasn’t sure how the ferry ship would get inside or how Zotz would be able to maneuver in order to take them aboard; he didn’t know if the ship was even equipped to deal with such a thing. 
 
    I could end up smeared all over the rear wall of the hangar, for all I know. At least it would be quick, he thought. 
 
    Past the point where William had expected to be dead, Kina’s voice came through the earpiece. “Hold on, William! We’re coming in!” 
 
    A jarring vibration that seemed like it would shatter the dropship shook him, and when his hands could no longer keep their grip on the handles, he found himself hurtling across the interior and slamming against the far wall. The impact left him dazed and disoriented, stumbling around for a moment before he collapsed to the floor of the pod. He managed one coherent thought before consciousness deserted him: 
 
    Nice landing, Kina. 
 
   
  
 

 32. On the Verge 
 
    William had not realized how uncomfortable the infirmary beds were until he woke up on one with Kina and Linda standing over him. While he was grateful for not being dead, he was also immediately annoyed that Zotz didn’t seem to care enough to be there. 
 
    “Is the old man too busy to apologize for almost killing me?” 
 
    “He’s apologized to everyone else,” Linda told him with a smile. “We almost didn’t make it out of there.” 
 
    “Could one of you please fill me in on what happened, exactly?” 
 
    “You’ve been out for several hours, and during that time we’ve managed to piece together a lot of information,” said Linda. “It seems that the Cainins were worried about the Anachti having a functional quintessence weapon, so they sent a renegade faction in to make the first strike against Anacht before they could use it. Something went wrong, though; they used too much, or used it incorrectly, we’re not sure about that part. What we do know is that it temporarily disrupted the planets’ magnetic fields, drawing a massive solar wind toward the planets themselves, which stripped away their atmospheres and everyone suffocated and irradiated. All three planets, just like that.” 
 
    “They were toying with forces they didn’t understand,” added Kina. 
 
    “We don’t understand them either, do we?” William asked. 
 
    “We know not to mess with quintessence, that’s for sure,” Linda said. “The Cainins were right that the Anachti had a working quintessence weapon. In fact, that’s what we accidentally set off.” 
 
    “Should I even ask what’s left of the solar system?” 
 
    “Not much,” Kina said flatly. “The shock wave took out the moon, then Anacht, then the other two planets, then the rest of the solar system. It crushed the sun into a neutron star and obliterated everything else. We were lucky to escape.” 
 
    “How did we manage to escape?” 
 
    “Zotz could probably tell you in more detail,” Linda admitted. “All I know is that the ship’s programming placed its survival above sticking around to watch the quintessence destroy everything. The command lockouts lifted just after you and Kina came back aboard and we were able to get out of the system. We’re a few light years away, now.” 
 
    William tried to move, but everything hurt. “What about me? How bad is it?” 
 
    Kina smiled. “Nothing’s broken, at least. My landing wasn’t that bad. You should have seen how Zotz pulled it off! He turned the ship sideways and engaged the emergency deceleration system in the hangar, which slowed us down in a hurry without letting the inertia kill us. Still, you’re going to be sore for a while.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I’m not dead,” William chuckled. “I’ll tell you one thing: I am never, ever going on another trip down to some dead planet with Transcendence hours away by dropship. It’s just not happening. I can’t deal with being that far away, out of touch, unable to affect anything.” 
 
    “That’s funny, because I spent most of my time up here, and I felt like I wasn’t doing anything useful, either,” commented Linda. “I brought up one of the computers and some magazines, so I was able to get some information, but you mined that library and put everything in context.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say that each of us screwed this up in our own ways, not like Golden, which was totally my fault,” William said with a sigh. 
 
    Kina gave Linda a questioning look. Linda shook her head in response, as if to tell her to ask about it later. “You just need to get some rest, Will, and while you’re doing that Kina’s going to show us the way to the Totality Fortress.” 
 
    “I think you’re all crazy for wanting to go there at all, but who am I to judge?” said Kina. “There’s a planet not far from the Fortress called the Verge where you can probably find someone to help you get in. Usually, people want to get out of the Fortress, not in, but there are still a few folks who run weapons and supplies into the Fortress. I have to warn you, they’re even crazier than you people.” 
 
    “Hey, now. No one’s crazier than us!” Linda protested with a laugh. 
 
    William grinned. “She’s right. We Lexinians are out of our damn minds.” 
 
    Kina rolled her eyes. “I’ll get you to the Verge, and you can leave me there. Just give me something I can trade for passage away from that place and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “You’ve been a big help, Kina, and I get the impression you know more than a little about what’s inside that fortress,” William said. 
 
    “More than I would ever want to know, believe me. I’m not setting foot, or any other part of my body, back inside that thing.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t ask you to do anything you aren’t comfortable with,” Linda told her. 
 
    “As long as you hold up your end of the bargain!” William added, receiving a prompt elbow in his very sore ribs from Linda. He shot her a dirty glare. 
 
    “What he means is that we’ll be very grateful for your help, and we’re already grateful for everything you’ve done so far.” 
 
    “Yes, thanks for not leaving me to die, Kina.” 
 
    “I’d say that makes us even. You saved me, I saved you. Let’s just get the rest over with, shall we?” she replied. 
 
    “So, when can I get out of this bed?” 
 
    “Anytime you want,” Linda assured him. “You’re a little banged up but it’s nothing serious.” 
 
    William tried once again to sit up. His back ached and his arms hurt as if he’d done a thousand push-ups, and just as he got himself upright, lightheadedness overtook him. If not for Linda propping him up, he would have fallen sideways off the gurney. 
 
    “Don’t try to get up so fast. You probably need something to eat and drink,” she said. “Here, let me help you to your room. We’ll get you settled in there where you’ll be more comfortable. Kina, can you please let Zotz know William is just fine?” 
 
    Kina nodded and left the infirmary as William and Linda began the long shuffle to his quarters. He didn’t feel like sleeping, but he devoured the green nutrient cubes Linda brought for him while she watched him from her perch on the edge of his bed. 
 
    “So,” he said after he finished his meal, “Did you or Zotz find out anything else about those planets before they were destroyed? I don’t suppose anything about the Totality showed up.” 
 
    “No, from what we’ve learned I would guess that they never encountered the Totality. Lucky them, right? Well, except for killing themselves like that.” 
 
    “Yeah. You know, Berys liked to play Cainin and Anacht against each other while trying to remain neutral, and in the end they were just as dead. Kind of funny.” 
 
    “It sure makes me appreciate the fact that Lexin has one government and is the only habitable planet in our system.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not like we had any luck with offworld colonies,” William said. 
 
    Linda didn’t let herself be baited into talking about Trepsis again with him. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get some rest myself. It’s been a busy, stressful couple of days.” 
 
    “Linda, I just wanted to say thanks for going along with me through all this,” he blurted out, the words spilling from his mouth almost against his will. “You didn’t have to come to Trepsis in the first place, and after what happened there, you could have gone back to Lexin with Zotz. You sure as shit didn’t have to listen to me on Golden, but you did, even though you didn’t agree with me and you ended up being exactly right. You stepped up to help with the whole quintessence mess, never complaining one bit about any of it. You’ve been patient and understanding and I... well, I’ve been a huge asshole. No, I know it’s the truth, and maybe saying all this doesn’t make up for it, but anyway, I wanted you to know that I’m sorry.” 
 
    A smile lit up her face, and she offered him a gentle embrace, mindful of his injuries. “There’s the William Pearson I fell in love with. Not that I’m saying I’m in love with you, though! I’m not going through that again.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that. We make good friends, right? And it’s obvious we can work together, when we feel like it,” he said with a smile of his own. He wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but didn’t let it out because he realized he didn’t want hurt her feelings. 
 
    “Hey, I’m always willing. You’re the one who always has to be a jerk about it!” 
 
    He knew she was right. “Yeah. I’m sorry. I feel like I keep having to apologize to you lately. All I know is that we don’t know what will happen once we’re inside the Totality Fortress, but I’ll feel a lot better knowing you’re there.” 
 
    “I’m just too much fun to miss out on, right?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” he teased. “Go on and get some rest. Have a good night, or day, or whatever it is.” 
 
    She took that as her cue to leave, sliding his door shut behind her. William was too restless to keep still, so he dragged himself up from his bed and proceeded slowly and carefully to the control center, where he found Zotz asleep in one of the chairs. His head hung to one side, his mouth open, and one hand dangled near the floor, while the other clutched an open book. Andrew Macomb was nowhere in sight, but Kina sat slouched forward in a position William imagined couldn’t be comfortable for an extended period, her eyes fixed on something. 
 
    “How’s it going over here?” William inquired. Kina immediately tapped a few buttons and the display in front of her changed from whatever it had been to a navigational map. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Sure. I was just checking on the Verge. Making sure it’s still there. You never know when the Totality might come blazing in and blow the place up,” she replied, and William couldn’t help but notice how tense and nervous she seemed. 
 
    “Still there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she confirmed, gesturing toward the screen. “Plenty of communications traffic going in and out, now that we’re getting close enough to pick up superluminal signatures. Lots of activity, and it’s not Totality. I checked against the ship’s computer.” 
 
    “What’s up with Zotz? He’s not into beds?” 
 
    “He said he couldn’t sleep. Obviously, he was wrong,” she replied. “He felt pretty bad for how you almost got left behind.” 
 
    “And for how he almost got us all killed?” 
 
    “We’re all still here, aren’t we? I’ve been out here long enough to know that close calls are a fact of life, so let me give you a piece of advice: I wouldn’t hold a grudge if I were you.” 
 
    “I’m still holding a grudge about him letting Andrew out of his cell,” William admitted stubbornly. 
 
    “I can’t speak for whatever Andrew did before, but he was helpful back in that solar system. He does have a bad attitude, though.” 
 
    “His attitude is the least of his problems. Did you know he killed a bunch of people?” 
 
    “How many is a bunch?’” she feigned interest. 
 
    “Over a dozen. It would have been more if not for some quick action on my part.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you I’ve killed more people than that myself. In self-defense, of course. It’s dangerous out here, as you must have learned by now. You worked in law enforcement on your homeworld, didn’t you? Are you saying you’ve never killed anyone?” she challenged. 
 
    “I never killed anyone who was innocent. It was always to protect myself, or more often, someone else. I promise you, he didn’t kill anyone in self-defense. He did it for ideology, if you want to give him the benefit of the doubt, or to feed his own ego, which is what I believe.” 
 
    “Could be both, or neither,” she stated. “Ideology’s not a bad reason to do something. If you ask me, there aren’t enough people willing to live by their principles.” 
 
    “I’m sure you and Andrew can have fun comparing notes on killing innocent people to further a misguided agenda,” William said, then changed the subject. “How soon can we be at that Verge place?” 
 
    “A few more hours. We should hide the ship behind an asteroid so it doesn’t startle the locals.” 
 
    “Why would it startle anyone?” 
 
    “It’s huge, it’s military. Most of these people never see anything bigger than a freighter, and definitely nothing so heavily armed. We should take a ferry ship down to the surface. Just don’t go down there without me, okay? There are pirate nests and wild areas and all sorts of hazards on the Verge. I know where you can go to get the help you need.” 
 
    “You mentioned that before, about needing help to get inside the Fortress. What does that mean, exactly? What are we dealing with?” 
 
    “Right, I forgot you’ve never seen it. Imagine a huge sphere, but it’s not solid. Its superstructure is made of these layers of giant tracks, and huge plates slide along the tracks at different speeds. Only about half of the surface is covered at any moment, but the plates move so quickly it’s hard to slip through without hitting something. Totality ships can slow down and stop the plates in a small area in order to get through, but you won’t be able to. You’ll need somebody who knows the timing.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I used to, but that was a long time ago. I’d bet you they’ve changed the timing since then.” 
 
    William shuddered at the mental picture of a ship attempting to slip between enormous black squares flying through space, miscalculating the trajectory and slamming into one of them, exploding into inconsequential cloud of debris without leaving a scratch on the plates themselves. 
 
    “What do you think it’ll cost us to get that kind of help?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but this ship is big and impressive and well-equipped. I’m sure you could come to an agreement with somebody.” 
 
    It wasn’t much to go on, but it would have to be enough. “Anyway, back to Macomb. Where’s he gotten to?” 
 
    Kina assured him the former prisoner was exploring the ship, which should have been commonplace but aroused the cop’s instincts within him. Commandeering the console next to Kina, he set the ship’s internal scanners to locate Macomb, who turned out to be on the observation deck. It was a relief and a disappointment at the same time. 
 
    Maybe he really is just sightseeing, but what if that’s a ruse? I could spend all my time waiting for him to slip up, suspicious of every single thing he does or doesn’t do, but I doubt that’s going to be very productive. Let’s just hope Zotz’s ship is as secure as he thinks it is, and the bastard can’t outsmart him or Transcendence. 
 
    As the ship approached the Verge, Kina dropped them out of superluminal drive at the edge of an asteroid field which had once been another planet. 
 
    “This system used to have two habitable planets, but one of them developed a thriving civilization that drew the attention of the Totality,” she explained. “They made the mistake of thinking they could fight. The Totality taught them a lesson.” 
 
    “Is that a legend, or something you know for sure really happened?” he asked, catching Zotz peeking at them through one open eye. 
 
    “Folks on the Verge swear it’s true,” she answered. “It happened centuries ago, according to them. Maybe it’s true, maybe it’s not, but the lesson is obvious: don’t mess with the Totality.” 
 
    “So they leave the Verge alone because it’s not very populated and it doesn’t give them any trouble?” 
 
    “Basically. They hire freelancers from the Verge every now and then for things like escort duty or for intelligence on possible planets they can... harvest.” 
 
    William didn’t have to ask what she meant by “harvest,” and suddenly, finally at the edge of the Totality Fortress, he found himself thinking about turning back. Heading home to Lexin and saying they were just lucky to escape when Trepsis was destroyed. In spite of everything that had happened, he just could not allow himself to turn away from seeing this thing through to the bitter end. 
 
    Parking Transcendence behind one of the larger asteroids, Kina turned to face him. “Gather up everyone who’s coming along. We will take a ferry ship down to the planet. I know where the settlement is.” 
 
    Zotz finally stopped pretending to be asleep. “I suppose I’ll remain here to monitor the rest of you. After what happened on Anacht, I think I’ve had enough adventuring for the time being.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” William responded nonchalantly. “We’ll get what we need down on the planet. Are you sure you want us to leave you here, Kina?” 
 
    “No offense, but the last thing I want to do is be inside that Fortress again,” she replied. 
 
    He used the ship’s communication system to announce to Linda and Macomb that they were preparing for departure, then proceeded to the hangar where they would board a ferry ship to the Verge. The ferry ship was long and slender, except for the aft section which bulged out to make room for cargo or more passengers. The hull was a utilitarian matte gray with thin, backswept wings that enabled atmospheric maneuvering. The rear of the ship boasted engine cones of different sizes, arranged in three clusters with the largest cone at the center of each. Modest weapons were located on the wings, but since he knew nothing of the weapons’ capabilities, he did not consider himself to be a very good judge of the ship’s potential in combat. 
 
    “So, are we ready to see this place?” Linda asked with a grin. “I’m pretty excited. We’re not going to get in any trouble this time, right Will?” 
 
    “We’re just here to get help getting inside the Fortress. That’s all we’re doing. I promise.” 
 
    Kina boarded the ship first, entering the cockpit and taking up the pilot’s position., while William headed for the copilot’s seat. Andrew attempted to push past him, but William blocked the way. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I have piloting experience. Several months of lessons on aircraft, back on Lexin. Do you?” challenged Andrew. “I almost certainly have more experience than you.” 
 
    “Fine, I won’t argue that, but this seat is mine,“ William said firmly. “If Kina needs assistance, I’ll send for you. Otherwise, this is my chair.” 
 
    Kina looked annoyed. “I should be fine without a copilot for this one, but if for some reason I need another pair of hands, I’ll be sure to let you know, Andrew.” 
 
    “That guy,” muttered William as Macomb left the cockpit. “Always such a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Your attitude isn’t so hot, either,” Kina said flatly. 
 
    William turned to face her, but she wasn’t looking at him. “Oh? How’s that?” 
 
    “I’ve seen the way you operate,” she said, initiating pre-launch procedures. “When it comes to Linda, you’re a jealous, overprotective ass.” 
 
    “Well, I think that’s just being safe. She’s very trusting and kind, and a guy like Macomb can manipulate that. She can be a little naive.” 
 
    She looked over at him scornfully. “Yet she knows more about operating the ship’s systems than you do. I could probably teach her how to fly one of these ships in a few hours and she’d be a natural. She’s a quick study, but you don’t give her any credit at all. You treat her like a helpless, lost puppy.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. We’re talking about Macomb here, and he’s not some harmless guy who’s never done anything unseemly.” 
 
    “Look, forget Macomb for a moment,” she said, her eyes flashing angrily. “It’s not just him you don’t trust. You also didn’t trust that I would be able to save you when things were going wrong back in that other system. You assumed I’d be an inept pilot. You thought Zotz would leave you behind. Andrew’s behaved himself since being released from his cell but you still think he’s going to turn on us at any moment. You think everyone else is incompetent, naive, or out to get you.” 
 
    “That’s really not fair,” he protested, gritting his teeth as his temper flared. He wanted to let into Kina, tell her all the ways she was wrong. “You don’t know what my job was like, how often I had to deal with people who’d just given up. They came in every day just for the paycheck because at least that was steady and reliable. But did they give a damn about making the world, or even the city, a better place? No, they just took the whole thing for a loss. I wanted to clean up Erzan. I wanted to clean up Trepsis, but by the time I got there, even the colony was a corrupt mess. If I don’t trust people, it’s because experience has taught me not to. You trust people, you get burned.” 
 
    “Did Linda ever burn you?” she asked pointedly, deftly directing the ship’s lift off and departure through the hangar. 
 
    The question cut William as surely as if she’d come at him with a blade. 
 
    “No. More like the other way around,” he answered honestly. 
 
    “She hasn’t turned into a hardened cynic because of it, has she? She’s still your friend, which I can hardly believe.” 
 
    “Who she’s friends with is her business.” 
 
    “As long as you approve of them, right? What if she wanted to be friendlier with Andrew?” 
 
    “I think that would be a spectacularly bad idea.” 
 
    “But it would be her choice, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re twisting my words!” 
 
    “I’m pointing out your hypocrisy,” she corrected. “Linda may have built up a tolerance for your shit, but I haven’t. I’ve dealt with enough in my life that I don’t have the patience to mince words with anyone, including you. Don’t take this to mean I’m not grateful, I would have died if not for you people coming along when you did, but right now, you need me. You think all you’re going to get from me is what you want to get, but I’m throwing some extra advice into the bargain: you can’t do everything yourself in this life. You have to learn to trust people, to trust that they can do their jobs, and not assume they’re going to hurt you the first chance they get. 
 
    “Zotz hasn’t led you astray. Neither has Linda and neither have I. I can’t speak for Andrew, and I know you have your issues with him, but up to this point he’s been cooperative and useful. The least you can do is give him credit for that and stop being such a jerk.” 
 
    “Fine.” She doesn’t know anything about me, he told himself, ignoring how accurately she’d managed to describe him. 
 
    Considering the matter dropped, she pointed out the cockpit window at a gray orb in the distance. “There it is. That’s the Verge.” 
 
    William’s attention was distracted by the distinct sense that something was missing. It took a few moments for him to pinpoint what it was, but then he realized that in the sky beyond the planet, where one would normally expect to see stars, there was only blackness. 
 
    “Why don’t I see any stars?” 
 
    “That’s not sky out there. That’s the Totality Fortress,” she answered. 
 
   
  
 

 33. Alien 
 
    Planet side, the four of them disembarked near a settlement that was unexpectedly bustling given the seemingly remote location. Well-lit streets with garish, glowing signs revealed a city with anything but a subdued personality. 
 
    Kina walked them through the streets as if she knew exactly where she was going. She stopped and pointed at a corner building. “That’s a tavern. Lots of freelancers go there, so you should be able to find someone that is willing to help you.” 
 
    “You’re not coming with us?” William asked, trying not to let her see his disappointment. 
 
    In truth, he wasn’t comfortable dealing with a bunch of strangers on an unknown planet by himself. It was one thing to do it on Erzan while investigating crimes, after all, it was “his” city in a manner of speaking. Here, however, he was an outsider. No one here owed him anything, and he had no authority; the best outcome would be that Transcendence‘s riches would be enough to compel someone to offer their help, and hopefully they wouldn’t just attract scammers. 
 
    “I need to talk to some other people,” Kina explained. “Personal business. I’ll meet you outside in a couple of hours, okay? I won’t leave without saying goodbye.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ve still got me,” Linda said with an encouraging smile. “I don’t know why you always think you have to handle everything yourself anyway.” 
 
    William was about to reply with a sharp retort, but suddenly he noticed that Andrew Macomb was wandering off. “Hey, Macomb! Don’t get out of my sight!” 
 
    Andrew stopped and turned around slowly to face him. 
 
    “Where would I go, militiaman?” The ship is locked down, it’s not like I can fly away. Perhaps you’re worried that I’ll run off with one of the locals? I so appreciate the faith you have in me,” he drawled in a tone thick with sarcasm. 
 
    “Just stay out of trouble while we do what we came here for.” 
 
    Andrew shrugged and headed off in another direction as William and Linda approached the tavern. The closer they got to the entrance, the more obvious it became that the bouncer out front was not quite human: he resembled a spindly scaled reptile, standing upright supported by two muscular hind legs, with a long tail curled around in front of his feet. His eyes were kept hidden behind dark glasses, and his virtually nonexistent lips betrayed no emotion. William, never having seen such a large lizard person, felt somewhat unsettled at the sight of him; after all, this thing was big enough to swallow him in one gulp if it chose to. 
 
    “What’s your business?” it demanded in a raspy voice. 
 
    “We’re... uh... we were told this is a good place to hire a freelancer,” answered William, nervously scratching the back of his neck. 
 
    “I don’t recognize your accent. You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 
    “No, we’re from a planet far away from here.” 
 
    “You speak our tongue acceptably, for an outsider,” it commented, emphasizing the word “tongue” by extending its own for a moment. “Go on in.” 
 
    William was relieved, and about to do just that, but he couldn’t resist asking the question that was eating at him. “If you don’t mind my asking, what are you, exactly?” 
 
    The creature seemed to grow taller with that question, arching its chubby neck to bring its head closer to William’s. “Never seen a basilisk before?” 
 
    “Er... no. What’s with the glasses? I mean, it’s dark out here. Isn’t it hard to see?” 
 
    It chuckled, its breath hitting William in the face with the stench of rotten meat, but he didn’t dare look up into its mouth for the source. “The glasses aren’t for me, pal, they’re for everyone else. You really don’t know a thing about basilisks, do you? If I took these things off, you’d turn to stone, just like that! But, since I can’t eat people after I’ve stoned them, I try not to do that.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for not stoning us,” William said nervously, edging toward the doorway. 
 
    “Don’t give me a reason to. Get in there and take care of your business.” 
 
    William and Linda hastily entered the bar, and the persistent ache in his arm told him she was hanging on rather tightly. 
 
    “Did you see that thing?” she whispered once they were inside. “I hate reptiles! My brothers had a collection they’d turn loose in my room all the time, and then laugh their asses off at me jumping up on my bed and screaming. Ugh. So disgusting.” 
 
    “Maybe we won’t have to talk to it again,” he said, trying to be reassuring as he detached her from his arm. 
 
    The tavern was filled with creatures he could barely describe taking up all of the tables and chairs, and even the barkeep was some sort of tentacled thing. A little ball of light buzzed past William’s head as he cautiously sidled up to the bar, and he instinctively ducked to one side and cried out. The light stopped, doubled back, and hovered right in front of his face, and as his eyes adjusted, he realized the light surrounded a small humanoid figure with translucent blue wings. Distinctly female, its pale skin seemed to absorb and refract the light as it moved. 
 
    “Sorry,” William said. “I didn’t see you coming.” 
 
    “It’s fine, we faeries are used to people not noticing us, bumping into us all the time, brushing us aside, opening windows and turning on fans without a care for how it’ll affect us. It’s business as usual, same old thing,” she said in a high-pitched and highly annoyed tone. “Why should you be any different? You’re obviously not local, not that anybody here is local, but you’re really not local, like I’m sure you’ve never been here before or I would’ve seen you. So, what’s your name? I like to know who I’m swearing at.” 
 
    “Uh, I’m William. Really, I’m sorry about almost bumping into you like that, or you almost bumping into me. I’m not sure which was about to happen there.” 
 
    “Are you saying it was my fault? Typical hume talk! You want to have a body that big, then you had better learn some control over it, guy. Don’t go blaming it on the faeries and sprites and gnomes when you go thrashing around on them.” 
 
    For such a little creature, she sure has a big mouth, he thought. 
 
    “Look, I apologized. If you want me out of your way, maybe you can point me to someone who can help me? We’re looking to hire someone,” he explained. 
 
    “For what? Dance lessons?” she giggled. “You could use ‘em, then you might move with a little more grace and remind me less of a drunken gnoll.” 
 
    “We’re looking for someone to help us get into the Totality Fortress.” 
 
    “The Fortress?!” she squeaked, with more volume than William would have thought possible, enough that everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to look at them. “Not only are you a blundering oaf, but you’re also crazy! You have my pity for your many handicaps.” 
 
    “If you can’t help us or point us to anyone who can, you could just say so, you don’t have to—” 
 
    “Hey, I’m done with you, guy! If you want to commit suicide, find someone else to help!” she declared, disappearing into the crowd. 
 
    With the scene over, everyone went back to their own conversations and William felt marginally less humiliated. 
 
    “You’re cute when you blush,” Linda teased. 
 
    He gritted his teeth. “Yeah, thanks. Let’s just find a table.” 
 
    The seating was full, but before long Linda spotted a couple of pale individuals with long, pointed ears pushing back their chairs and leaving a table in the back of the tavern. Quickly, the two of them moved to claim it, catching dirty looks from the creatures vacating it as they passed, stares that might as well have screamed, “You aren’t welcome!” 
 
    This is where Kina brought us to find help? I can’t imagine a less helpful crowd. 
 
    No sooner had they sat down than another life form approached the table. It looked like a human woman, but its skin was a pallid gray and the part William found most notable were the four extra arms protruding from its torso. One hand held a small pad of paper, and another was at the ready with a pen, two hands held empty glasses, and another hand offered up a pitcher of a dark, fizzy liquid. 
 
    “I’m Naia. What can I get you folks?” it asked, in a deeper voice than he would have anticipated from a barmaid, assuming it was female, which of course it might not be. 
 
    “Actually, I don’t think we really want to order anything,” William admitted. “We were just hoping to hire someone for a job.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re the Fortress guy, right?” it said, chewing on the end of its pen. “You need to be more careful around here. You don’t just come right out and ask for things like that. Besides, only crazy people want in there.” 
 
    “I may be crazy but I’ll pay well,” William promised. 
 
    “We’ve got a lot to offer,” confirmed Linda. 
 
    “Too bad I don’t know anything about getting in there,” the creature said, tucking the pen behind one ear. “Sit tight, though. I think I know someone who does but, you know, nothing’s free around here.” 
 
    William reached into his jacket pocket, drawing out the scanner he’d used back on Cainin. It was the only interesting piece of Order technology on his person, and he thought that maybe it might work as a taste of what they had available to trade. 
 
    “How about this? It’s a sophisticated, portable scanning device that also doubles as a flashlight,” he said, flipping the light on to demonstrate and accidentally shining it in the creature’s eyes. 
 
    “Don’t do that! The light hurts,” it said, recoiling and shielding its eyes with one arm. 
 
    William quickly shut it off. “Sorry! That’s all I brought with me, but we also have a ship, a big ship, with very advanced technology. If you can find us some help, I’m sure we could come to some kind of arrangement.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Linda leaned in closer to William. “I hope that thing’s not going to sell us out.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to know,” he whispered. “We have to trust somebody here, or we’ll never get any help.” 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long before the tall, many-armed waitress returned with an even stranger creature. Pulling up a chair with one taloned claw, it sat down before them. Its head was covered in brown feathers and featured large, round eyes with clear yellow irises. In place of a mouth, it had a long beak that terminated in a hook. 
 
    “This is Ilthin. He’s very familiar with the Fortress,” said the waitress, backing away from the table to leave them alone. 
 
    Cautiously, Linda extended a hand. “I’m Linda. This is William.” 
 
    Ilthin lifted a claw and lightly stroked his talons over Linda’s palm. “I cannot shake hands as is your custom. I hope my way will suffice. It is good to meet you.” 
 
    “You know much about the Fortress?” inquired William. 
 
    “Yes. Sometimes. I go inside. I come out.” 
 
    “We’re definitely interested in going inside,” William confirmed. “In fact, we have a big ship we need to get in there.” 
 
    “How big?” 
 
    “Big.” 
 
    Ilthin cocked his head first to the left and then to the right. “I don’t know about big. My ship is small.” 
 
    “It’s just the timing we need to worry about, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Timing and space. Time and space? Small ships get through. Big ships don’t. Not unless they’re Totality. Those plates,” said Ilthin, punctuating it with something akin to a squawk. 
 
    William looked at Linda and raised an eyebrow. She took her cue. “We’ll pay you more than fairly for helping us,” she promised. “We have a lot of resources at our disposal.” 
 
    He carved into the wooden surface of the table slightly with his talons. “I can give you timing information. You give me fuel.” 
 
    “What we really need,” said William earnestly, “Is someone who can guide is in, not just access to the timing data. We’re looking for someone who’s done it many times before, someone who’s a real professional. You can bring your ship aboard, help us get into the Fortress, then head out and never see us again. It’ll be the quickest money you ever made.” 
 
    Ilthin lowered his head. “I am the wrong griffin. You will find someone else.” 
 
    As he rose from the chair and left, William noticed that somewhere beneath Ilthin’s dark blue tunic the feathers gave way to fur: hairy golden legs with massive paws carried him away from the table. 
 
    “This is not going to be easy, is it?” he sighed. 
 
    “So we didn’t get the person we need on the first try,” said Linda, refusing to be discouraged. “Maybe Naia knows someone else?” 
 
    They waved her over again, learning that Ilthin was the only trustworthy person she knew who went in and out of the Fortress regularly. 
 
    “Maybe we should just get out of here. Surely Kina will be able to direct us somewhere else,” he said. 
 
    Linda agreed, and the two of them squeezed their way through the crowded tavern again, doing their best to ignore the odd scents and odder sights until they emerged outside into the crisp, cool air. They began to wander away from the tavern to take a look at the shop next to it when a voice called to them from the darkened alley between the buildings. 
 
    William stopped and crossed his arms. “Are you serious? I’m not stepping into a dark alley around here. You come out if you have something to say to us.” 
 
    “You don’t want to see my face, trust me,” the voice said quietly from the shadows. 
 
    “If we’re going to do business, I damn well want to look you in the eye,” William said firmly. 
 
    A robed, hooded figure stepped out from the darkness of the alley. Slowly pulling back the brown hood, William and Linda faced a serpent’s head the size of William’s, with smaller snakes slithering around its face, encircling its neck and slipping in and out of the folds of the robe. Linda did her best to hide her disgust, but William was surprised to find that he wasn’t too bothered by it after having met a basilisk, a griffin, and whatever Naia had been. 
 
    “I don’t see what you were so worried about,” said William. 
 
    The creature hissed in a way that seemed almost like amusement to William. “I like you, hotblood. I saw you in the bar. You want inside the Fortresssss, do you? Off to tangle with the Totality? Or join them, perhaps? It’s no businessss of mine as long as your coin is good.” 
 
    “We don’t have any coins.” 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech, friend.” 
 
    “Right, right,” William said, cluing in. “Anyway, just to get this out in the open right off the bat, we don’t have a tiny ship. It’s large and we need to get it inside. The last person we spoke to about this didn’t feel it could be done.” 
 
    “Ilthin’s a fool and a coward,” the serpent scoffed. “Can we speak somewhere more private?” 
 
    William nodded and led them to the edge of the settlement where there was still enough light to see, but no one milling about. “Is this private enough?” 
 
    The snake approved. “I am called Bentek, when I am called at all. Your names are not important to me, though I know them now.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot. Including how to get into the Fortress, I hope?” 
 
    “Indeed. My skill and confidence far surpassss Ilthin’s.” 
 
    “So why weren’t you in there looking for work like Ilthin?” Linda asked bluntly. 
 
    Surprised by the way she openly challenged the serpent creature, for a moment William was afraid it would behave very much like a snake and strike out at her, exposing deadly fangs or coiling its body around her to choke out her life. Fortunately, Bentek proved himself to be a more civilized snake. 
 
    “A reasonable concern,” he granted. “Ilthin is more, shall we say, ethically rigid than myself, as are most of the others who frequent the Bottle on the Verge.” 
 
    “We’re not looking to hire a criminal or outlaw. The less trouble, the better. What kind of work do you do?” she asked. 
 
    “It may be best that you not know. We are all outlaws here, even you, if my suspicionsss are correct. If you want to get into the Fortressss, that is also a crime as far as the Totality are concerned.” 
 
    “What do you want in exchange for helping us get in?” William asked. 
 
    “Weaponssss are my first choice.” 
 
    “For what? Not to raid passing ships, I hope?” 
 
    “Only for self-defense, I promise you. It’s dangeroussss out here. We need to protect ourselves,” Bentek explained. “Hand weapons, missiles, beam weapons, mass drivers, anything you might have to offer, I will consider.” 
 
    “I’ll have to see what we have in inventory back on our ship. Will you join us?” offered William. 
 
    “I would find that agreeable.” 
 
    “And you’ll get us inside the Fortress? Not just information, but actually inside. You can pilot our ship yourself, if necessary. I just want to be sure you know what you’re agreeing to.” 
 
    “Of course. I will get you inside, no problem. I know my way around the Totality system.” 
 
    That brought up a question William was rather uncomfortable asking, but he went for it regardless. “So, I said you could pilot our ship, but... you are a snake. You don’t have hands, do you?” 
 
    Parts of Bentek’s robe rose up where one would expect to find arms, and from the holes emerged a multitude of smaller snakes, forming something akin to appendages as they slithered and swirled around one another. “I may not have arms as you do, but these will do. They are as much a part of me as your own limbs.” 
 
    William couldn’t help but be simultaneously impressed, amused, and a little repulsed by the display. He thought better of asking Bentek for a handshake to seal the deal, however. They made their way back to the tavern to meet up with Kina, who was already inside with a drink on the table in front of her. 
 
    “Who’s your friend?” she asked. 
 
    “This is Bentek, he’s going to get us inside the Fortress,” William replied. “Bentek, this is Kina. She’s the one who brought us here in the first place, so you really have her to thank for this job.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Bentek said cordially, bowing his head. “I am grateful for the opportunity.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve seen your kind before,” Kina said, studying him carefully. “Do you come to the Verge often?” 
 
    “My kind do not, no. There are few enough of us as it is.” 
 
    “Are we ready to head back to the ship, then?” William asked, eager to get underway. “Kina, did you find your own way out of here?” 
 
    “Actually, it looks like I will need to go with you.” 
 
    “You do know we’re going inside the Fortress, right?” Linda reminded her. 
 
    “I don’t want to get into details right now, but I learned some things here and I need to go to the Fortress with you. I don’t want to go, but I have to,” she replied, downing the last of her drink. “I’d prefer to leave it at that.” 
 
    Relieved at the news, William said, “I told you before, you’re welcome to go with us wherever we go. Now, if we’re all ready, we just need to find Macomb.” 
 
    The four of them proceeded through the city, finally locating him behind a particularly run-down structure that leaned against a modestly-appointed inn. He was in the embrace of a creature with shiny black skin, glowing eyes, and long white hair flowing down its back. Andrew yelped when William pulled him away from it, and the glowing-eyed thing shrieked at them. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing, Andrew? I let you go off by yourself and you decide to... I don’t even want to know.” 
 
    Andrew shook his hips as he pulled his pants up, avoiding eye contact with any of them. He was probably blushing, but in the dim light William couldn’t tell. Andrew’s companion quietly slinked away, disappearing into the inn’s rear entrance. 
 
    Kina rolled her eyes. “I should have known this is what you’d be after!” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s a story behind this?” William asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “They’re called bedknives,” she told him. “They get into your head while you, uh, do the deed, and they feed on your thoughts, whatever they can get from you: anger, frustration, hate, jealousy. They love it all. The ‘customer’ has a good time, too, from what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Do tell, Macomb. Was it good for you?” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Andrew spat. “Let’s just go.” 
 
   
  
 

 34. Penetration 
 
    On the flight back to the ship, Kina remained uncharacteristically reserved. William wanted to inquire about what had happened down on the planet, but he knew he needed to respect her privacy. Even as distracted as she was, she nevertheless deftly landed the ferry ship in the hangar, followed closely by Bentek in his own small vessel. 
 
    They disembarked just in time to watch Zotz’s reaction as the starboard side exit door folded down and Bentek exited his own craft. The old man took a few startled steps backward, before remembering his manners and raising a hand in greeting. 
 
    “Welcome aboard Transcendence. My name is Zotz, and I’m the Captain of this ship, if the others haven’t bothered to inform you.” 
 
    “Greetings. I am Bentek.” 
 
    William briefly explained the situation with their new companion as the Sage led them to the control center. Bentek, however, paid no attention to the conversation as he was focused intently on studying the ship as they toured through it, his head darting left and right down the corridors they passed. 
 
    “Your ship is impressive,” he commented. “I’ve never seen its equal. Where are you people from?” 
 
    “Suffice it to say, it’s very far away,” Zotz answered, a bit sharply. 
 
    Hmmm, he must not trust Bentek, and I can’t say I blame him. He’s not the most trustworthy looking... person... I’ve ever met, but my mother always said people should not be judged by their looks, and damn it, I’m doing my best not to. If he can do what we need him to, then that’s good enough for me. Besides, after everything that’s happened, should I really find anything all that weird anymore? he thought, chuckling to himself. 
 
    Zotz showed Bentek around the control center, explaining how the ship’s functions operated to their guest. 
 
    “This is all well and good,” the serpent said, “but what about my payment?” 
 
    “What did you promise this individual?” Zotz asked William. 
 
    “Nothing specific. He wants weapons.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. That should go without saying.” 
 
    “Look,” said William, “There aren’t a lot of people down on that planet who are willing and actually able to do what we need. Bentek here says he can do it. He’ll get us inside the Fortress and then be on his way. He’s clearly willing to risk himself for this, and frankly I don’t know what more we could ask for. You didn’t see what the Verge is like, Zotz. The people down on that planet aren’t well-protected, and Bentek wants weapons so they can defend themselves against the Totality. That sounds reasonable enough to me.” 
 
    Zotz stole a glance at Bentek, then back to William. “We will speak privately.” 
 
    William felt like a schoolboy being chastened by the principal as Zotz led him up a few levels to the tech lab, and as soon as they had some privacy, Zotz ripped into him. 
 
    “What kind of fool are you, William? Are you so blind that you cannot see a huckster when one is standing right in front of you?” 
 
    “Wait a second. What exactly are you basing this conclusion on? His looks? I agree he’s not much to look at, but—” 
 
    “The weapons, William! We know nothing about these people, and you’d simply hand one of them weapons?” 
 
    “I don’t get the impression we’re in the most lawful part of the universe as it is,” William shrugged. “We need to get into that Fortress, don’t we?” 
 
    “I’m not going to give him weapons. That is not up for debate.” 
 
    “So, what if we don’t actually give him what he wants? What if we trick him instead?” 
 
    “How do you suggest we go about that?” asked the Sage, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I can think of half a dozen ways to do it. Give him weapons that don’t actually work, maybe a single demo unit with a nearly-depleted power cell so he’ll think they work for a little while. Or we could let him leave with functional weapons but disable them as he moves away from the ship. We could also just force him to leave empty-handed. He has a tiny little ship, what’s he going to do about it?” 
 
    “I imagine there’s very little he could do,” Zotz conceded. 
 
    “I have to say, though, I don’t really like the idea of screwing him over, especially if he’s legitimately helping us.” 
 
    “I would remind you that the Verge is only populated in the first place because those who do business there often collude and cooperate with the Totality. They are not our friends. They answer to the highest bidder. I suspect Kina would tell you the same. We may have Bentek’s help for the moment, but once he’s done his part and leaves us behind, he is a free agent again.” 
 
    “I don’t think I like where this is going. Now you’re saying that not only can we not pay him the weapons we promised him, but we also can’t let him leave?” 
 
    “I am undecided about that. If I believed we could trust him, it would be another matter, but the very fact that he demanded weapons in exchange for his help gives me grave concern as to his motives.” 
 
    “Maybe he was just being honest,” William pointed out. “Kina talks about how it’s so dangerous out here. You need weapons to survive, and his are limited. So are everyone’s around here, from what I can tell. We have the advantage, at least in this area. Once we’re inside the Fortress it might be another story, I don’t know, but as long as we hold that promise over him, I think he’ll do what we say.” 
 
    Zotz scratched his chin. “I have an idea.” 
 
    In the end, they agreed that it was a plan worth bringing back to Bentek, so they headed back down to the control room to talk it over with the serpent man. 
 
    “Here’s the deal,” William began. “We’ll put together a cache of weapons—we’re talking about small arms and rifles here if that’s good enough for you—which you can test so you know they work. If they meet with your approval, we will bring them to the dropship bay.” 
 
    “If you are supplying them in sufficient numbers, that should do nicely,” Bentek said. 
 
    “Good. We’ll load them into a dropship and leave the ship on the asteroid we’re hiding behind right now. We’ll signal its location to your ship so you can find it later after the job is complete. Once we’re inside the Fortress, you can go on your way and enjoy your new guns.” 
 
    “They come with a warning, however,” Zotz put in. “Should we learn you’ve used them to harass the people of the Verge in any way, we shall return and take them from you by force.” 
 
    Bentek didn’t seem especially concerned, though William had to admit he found the reptile’s face hard to read. “I will accept your terms.” 
 
    Now it’s up to Zotz, thought William, holding in his sigh of relief. A couple dozen pistols and rifles with defective power cells would be a tall order to put together in such a short time, and only the two of them to work on it since William and Zotz had agreed there was less chance of the plan going awry if fewer people knew about it. 
 
    William hoped he was right. 
 
    Kina pumped Bentek for as much information as she could get with respect to how he planned to penetrate the Fortress, keeping him occupied while William and Zotz proceeded to the ship’s armory to assemble Bentek’s payment. The room was about twice the size of the living quarters, and lined with more weapons than William had ever seen in one place, and he was no light touch in the firearms department considering his Militiamen experience. Transcendence‘s store of deadly instruments included racks of rifles and pistols lining the walls with crates of ammunition arranged neatly down the center, and shoulder-fired weapons meticulously organized near the back of the room. 
 
    It was repetitive and tedious work: William would take a weapon off the rack, inspect it and eject the power cartridge, then hand it to Zotz who would grab a suitable replacement from the crate of discarded and defective units, install it, and put the gun aside for Bentek. 
 
    “Where did you get so many bad power cells, anyway?” William inquired, making conversation to help the time pass more quickly. 
 
    “They were here when I found the ship. Whoever was the previous owner of this vessel clearly abandoned it with great haste. Most power cells are charged, but this crate is all defective and drained cells.” 
 
    William tried to imagine what sort of catastrophe would force everyone off the ship while leaving it intact, weapons and all, but it was a question he could only idly ponder as he helped Zotz build a pile of impressive-looking but next-to-useless weapons. Once a few dozen guns were ready to go, Zotz loaded them onto a flat, wheeled platform and the two of them took it down to the dropship bay. 
 
    “I assume the guns that work the best are at the top of the pile?” 
 
    The Sage nodded, giving the cart a good shove into the elevator. “All of them should have at least a few good shots in them. I doubt he will be able to recharge them once they are fully depleted, since the power systems they use should be far beyond anything on the Verge.” 
 
    William hoped he was right about that, too. 
 
    Carefully, they loaded their haul onto a dropship, leaving the door open so Bentek could examine it at his leisure. Just as they were about to return to the control center, they met Kina and Bentek at the bay’s exit. 
 
    “I’d like to see the weaponssssss.” 
 
    William shrugged and stepped aside. “We put together a nice cache for you, I think.” 
 
    Bentek slithered forward, reaching inside the open dropship and pulling out a rifle. Zotz and William exchanged a glance as the serpent examined his prize with obvious excitement, his scaly snake-hands circling and caressing the chrome of the rifle’s stock and barrel. “Thisss is most impressive technology, like the rest of your ship.” 
 
    “We are glad you approve,” William said. “Can we get on with this, then?” 
 
    Bentek nodded his assent, and the four of them headed back to the control center. Along the way, Kina detailed Bentek’s plan for gaining access to the Fortress. “His plan looks sound as he’s explained it to me. He seems to know the current timing program for the Fortress’ outer plates, and based on the dimensions and acceleration of our ship, he believes he can get us through without a problem. We’ll have to get very close for him to do it, though. He says there will be no margin for error.” 
 
    “That sure inspires confidence,” said William. 
 
    The serpentine creature turned to face him. “If I calculate incorrectly, we all die. I promise you, I do not intend to die today, or any day soon. Fear not, friend. I will deliver you safely into the Fortress.” 
 
    This did not put William any more at ease. 
 
    They found Linda in the control center, right where they had left her earlier, making sure the ship held its position. “Welcome back. So, are we ready to head for the Fortress?” 
 
    “First, we need to deliver Bentek’s payment,” Zotz reminded her, stepping over to one of the consoles. “I’ll begin the dropship sequence.” 
 
    Once the dropship had been deployed toward the large asteroid, Bentek had Linda guide the ship nearer to the Totality Fortress. It was a long process with careful applications of thrust and counterthrust, their immediate goal to come to a relative stop just outside the superstructure. When he was finally satisfied with their positioning, Bentek took over Linda’s station. 
 
    “I will require sssignificant concentration for the next part,” the serpent warned, turning his attention to the controls. 
 
    External views appeared on the overhead displays, depicting massive square blocks sliding in all directions in front of them. The gaps between them were small and rare, lasting only a moment, and William had a hard time imagining how Bentek would be able to get them through. He held his breath as the little snakes popped out of Bentek’s robe to manipulate the controls, enabling him to adjust several parameters at once. A dozen little snakes slithered over the panel, gripping dials and switches and altering them to Bentek’s needs. 
 
    Except for the occasional faint hiss of Bentek’s snake-appendages, the room was completely silent as they did their work, and William wondered if they’d even feel the ship move once Bentek finally shot them through a gap. No sooner did the thought occur to him than it actually happened; the ship jerked suddenly, making everyone but Bentek stumble as they momentarily lost their footing. After taking a second or two to recover, William opened his mouth to ask Bentek if it had worked, but before he could say anything, a plethora of snakes rose into the air from Bentek’s robes, letting off a cacophony of hisses and whistles. 
 
    “So, are we in?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “Can you not tell? The little ones are pleased.” 
 
    Zotz checked the monitors. “According to our present position, we are indeed within the Fortress.” 
 
    William felt the urge to laugh bubbling up inside him. He’d thought getting inside would have been much more difficult, but in the end there was merely a moment of discomfort, and then all was well. Linda approached him and offered a hug, which he could hardly refuse, while Kina patted Zotz on the back and beamed him a big smile. 
 
    Bentek rose from his seat and bowed toward his customers. “It has been a pleasure doing business with you. If you do not mind, I will be on my way.” 
 
    “Your assistance has been greatly appreciated, and shall not be forgotten,” said Zotz. “Should we ever find ourselves in this area again—” 
 
    “Let us hope you do not,” Bentek cut him off. “I am not fond of repeat business, at least not when that businessss involves getting inside the Fortress. I can only do this so many times before the Totality will take notice.” 
 
    “Would you like an escort back to your ship?” the Sage offered. 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessssary. I can find my own way.” 
 
    William watched on the overhead display as Bentek’s ship departed the hangar, raising an eyebrow at Zotz when it did not immediately head for the outer wall of the Fortress; instead, the ship proceeded deeper within. One of the consoles illuminated abruptly, prompting Zotz to rush over to investigate. He turned and looked at William with a face that had lost all its color. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that, old man! What’s going on?” 
 
    Zotz spoke the words as if he could barely believe them himself. “It’s... it’s Bentek. He’s signaling for the Totality.” 
 
   
  
 

 35. Scattered 
 
    “I’ll fucking kill him!” Kina growled, echoing the sentiments of everyone in the control center. 
 
    Zotz opened a communications channel to Bentek’s ship and demanded, “What do you think you’re doing?!” 
 
    “It is not perssonal, I am simply looking out for myself,” Bentek answered in a detached tone. “I can obtain your weapons and be rewarded by the Totality. The four of you will not fetch a significant bounty as Totality slaves; the ship, though—oh, that ship of yours—it must be worth a fortune. I apologize for the double-crosss, but it’s only business.” 
 
    “You cold-blooded bastard,” William swore. “The joke’s on you! Those weapons we sent are garbage.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Your vessel is the true prize, and I look forward to seeing the Totality in action.” 
 
    Zotz cut off the communications, rubbing his temples in an attempt to focus. “There are two Totality vessels incoming, and judging by their size they look like cruisers.” 
 
    “Can we take on two?” asked William. 
 
    “Easily. They shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    Suddenly, an alarm sounded, and William and Zotz turned around to find Andrew Macomb with his hands on a console, looking quite satisfied with himself. Shoving him aside, William assessed the damage before looking up at Zotz. 
 
    “He’s launched a volley at Bentek’s ship.” 
 
    Andrew grinned. “Don’t tell me the rest of you weren’t considering it.” 
 
    “No sympathy here,” Kina concurred, her arms crossed over her chest. “Let the fucker burn.” 
 
    Linda just looked sad. “What’s going to happen now?” 
 
    “Bentek’s ship has been destroyed. At least he won’t be able to betray anyone else,” the Sage confirmed. 
 
    William turned angrily on Andrew. “Your ass is going back in a cell! You were warned about this kind of thing, and I’d say firing weapons is pretty high on the list of Shit Andrew Macomb’s Not Supposed to Do.” 
 
    “He fucked us over, and now he’s dead. Too bad no one else was around to learn the lesson,” Andrew replied nonchalantly. 
 
    William launched himself at the rotund little weasel, but before he could reach him Zotz grabbed his arm. “William, now is not the time. We have much more urgent business at hand than your petty feud. I need you to man the secondary weapons and defensive systems for the incoming Totality assault. Kina, can you please take over maneuvering, since you seem to be our best pilot? Linda, I’d like you on the scanners; keep your eyes open for reinforcements or any more vessels. I’ll manage primary weapons and coordinate tactics with Kina.” 
 
    “What about me?” Andrew asked. 
 
    “Don’t touch anything,” Zotz warned. “I think you’ve done quite enough.” 
 
    William had only had basic training on the systems he now stood in command of, but he understood that his primary job was to shoot down any missiles the Totality threw at them. The computer could handle targeting them to some extent, but he would need to assist with prioritization as well as manual targeting. There was also the matter of the ship’s armor, which could be charged at different points to reinforce it against impact, and he had control of the systems that managed the distribution in order to minimize damage. 
 
    Zotz positioned the ship in such a way that it faced the incoming vessels as near to head-on as possible, giving them a minimal profile to attack. “They’re firing!” 
 
    A volley of dots moved toward them on his console screen, and William quickly tapped each one, watching the little green lines flash from the bottom of the screen toward each dot. It was not particularly exciting work, given the abstract way in which it was presented to him, but he knew it was an integral part of their continued survival even if it felt like playing some kind of vid game. Another array of projectiles appeared, this time moving from Transcendence toward the two red circles near the top of his screen. He watched as their missiles closed in on the Totality ships, merging with the red circles, but they did not disappear as the dots had. 
 
    “Linda? Did that do any damage?” he asked. 
 
    “Some of them got through,” she confirmed. “Moderate damage, but they’re still in fighting shape. I think we need another salvo out there.” 
 
    “Incoming communication,” Zotz announced, initiating the audio. 
 
    A dispassionate masculine voice filled the control center. “Order vessel, you are trespassing on Totality territory. Disarm your weapons, lower your defenses, and prepare to be boarded. Further hostile actions on your part will be met with deadly force.” 
 
    “Do they really think we’re going to surrender?” William scoffed. 
 
    “Firing again,” responded Zotz. 
 
    This time, one of the red circles disappeared; the other launched more missiles. William concentrated on the incoming fire, quickly clearing the grid while Zotz fired another round and second Totality ship vanished from the screen. They all exchanged relieved glances across the control center, except for Linda, whose eyes were still glued to her display. 
 
    “Guys, I think we have a problem,” she said, an edge of panic creeping into her voice. “Five... no, sev... ten... make that fifteen cruisers. At least, I think they’re cruisers. They look like the other ones. I’m picking up smaller ships, too, maybe support ships? I don’t know. Zotz, am I reading this right?” 
 
    Zotz checked his own console. “You’re correct. Two, we can handle. Six would be a considerable challenge, but probably doable. Fifteen cruisers and support craft isn’t a patrol group, it’s a blasted fleet. I don’t think we stand a chance.” 
 
    William thought quickly. “Can we run?” 
 
    “Where? They’re approaching opposite the Fortress wall. We can’t get out of the Fortress without help, and they’re fanning out to intercept in case we do try to flee. Even the superluminal drive wouldn’t carry us away quickly enough to make a clean escape. They would catch us. I’m afraid we’re cornered.” 
 
    “What about that screening thing the dropships can do that lets them hide from view? Does that work here?” 
 
    “Not on a vessel this size.” 
 
    “There must be something we can do besides wait to be shot out of the sky!” Kina said. 
 
    “Fight until we’re dead?” suggested William. “They want this ship, I say we don’t give it to them. It’ll at least be some payback for Trepsis.” 
 
    “Surrender is also an option,” Zotz said grimly. 
 
    “Never! Never, ever, ever, ever again!” exclaimed Kina, rising from her seat. “I won’t do it, old man. You’ll have to kill me!” 
 
    “Calm down, Kina,” he replied. “It was a suggestion, not an order.” 
 
    William decided to cut off the debate in a more participatory fashion. “Let’s put it to a vote. Everyone who wants to surrender, put up your hands.” 
 
    No one did. 
 
    “Who wants to fight, then?” 
 
    Everyone raised a hand except Andrew. 
 
    “Then I guess we fight,” Zotz sighed. 
 
    William and Linda exchanged a glance across the control room before focusing their attention on their stations. There was much he wished he could have said to her just then, but he hoped that she would be able to read what was in his expression since it was all they had time for. She smiled fondly at him, and all he could think was that this might be the last time they ever communicated anything to one another again. 
 
    He watched as the enemy ships closed in on their position like a noose tightening around a condemned man’s neck. A massive salvo emerged from the Totality fleet, streaking toward them, and he gritted his teeth in concentration as he tried to knock out all of them before they reached Transcendence. It was a futile effort; there were too many, coming at him too quickly to keep up with. He managed to clear about half of them before the remaining ones were too near to shoot down. 
 
    “Impact in three seconds!” said Zotz. 
 
    Transcendence jerked violently, forcing them to hold on tightly to their control panels. Alarms blared, each sound signifying a different kind of damage. William’s eyes remained fixed on his screen, at the next batch of missiles hurtling toward them. 
 
    “William!” Zotz shouted over the noise. “Damage report!” 
 
    “Dropship operations are crippled, superluminal drive is down, armor charge is down forty percent, long-range scanners are on the fritz, targeting systems are going on and offline. Point defense is holding up, but needs more power. Maneuvering thrusters are reporting damage in spots. Primary weapons are at half capacity,” he replied. 
 
    “Andrew, take over primary weapons control,” ordered the Sage, rising from his seat. “Linda, I’m sending William’s responsibilities over to your panel. We need to bolster the primary weapons, and that means we’ll have to head down to the hangar to access their control systems and see what we can fix. There’s no sense in fighting to the death if we’re not going to give it all the fight we’ve got in us. Let’s go, William.” 
 
    The Sage and the militiaman stood across from each other in the elevator, leaning against the walls of the rectangular chamber as it moved with an agonizing indifference. “The stars are written in death and beauty.” 
 
    William remembered the quote from the mural in Erzan’s Vault. “Explain, old man,” he pressed. 
 
    “I believe the great black sphere in the mural represents none other than the Totality Fortress. Wendt’s journal, as translated by prior Sages, describes it as a place of misery of pain.” 
 
    William could hardly disagree, though he had little to say about it as the elevator brought them to the hangar deck. Zotz suggested they first check on the ferry ships, and William couldn’t help but find that an utterly futile concern to waste any time on at the moment. 
 
    “Zotz, this is already a suicide mission. We all know we’re just fighting this out until the Totality beat us, one way or another. Bentek took away any element of surprise, and the fleet bearing down on us is far beyond anything we can tackle. Let’s just get those weapons going again.” 
 
    “Humor an old man, would you? Before we delve too deeply into repairing the weapons we need to make certain none of the ferry ships have taken damage. Should one of their reactors destabilize, we’ll have far bigger problems.” 
 
    William sighed, but followed anyway. 
 
    “Let’s take a quick look at the ship’s systems, just to be safe,” Zotz directed. “Please check the aft section for damage. I’ll evaluate the cockpit.” 
 
    What does he think he’s doing? The others are counting on us, and he wants to screw around with one of the ferry ships? I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s plotting some last-minute escape. A guy like Zotz doesn’t get to be that old without having escape plans. I’ll bet that’s exactly what he’s up to, thought William, leaving the passenger/cargo area and heading toward the cockpit. 
 
    “What’re you doing, Zotz?” 
 
    The Sage spun away from the main control panel with a surprised look on his face. “William! You should know better than to sneak up on an old man.” 
 
    “Well, what are you doing up here? How long does a systems check take?” 
 
    “Not long,” Zotz said quietly, slipping something from beneath his robe. William caught a flash of metal, then something sharp pricked his skin and a strange warmth quickly spread through him. 
 
    “Zotz...” he tried to say, but he was too light-headed and dizzy to complete his thought. 
 
    “I’m sorry, William. You’ll understand soon. You’re too important to be left to die here.” 
 
    William didn’t hear him. 
 
    By the time his eyes opened involuntarily, he had lost all concept of how much time had passed. His throat was dry and his muscles ached. As awareness returned to him, he realized that he was resting in the pilot’s seat, and he was certain that wasn’t where he’d collapsed. Through the window he could see nothing but blackness, not a star in sight. His gaze passed over the console in front of him, and he was alert enough to be able to tell that the ferry ship was on autopilot. A red light flashed above a small screen, and when William pressed the button beside it Zotz’s face appeared. 
 
    “William. At this moment, you are probably confused, even angry with me. I assure you, I have done this for your own best interests. If you are viewing this message, then I determined that Transcendence of Light would be a total loss and I had no choice but to send you to safety—ironically enough, deeper into the Totality Fortress. There are forces that move beyond your perception and mine, forces which fear who you are, and who you may become. Such forces cannot be allowed to capture you. 
 
    “Whatever you do, do not return to the ship. You may find it in the hands of enemies, or more likely destroyed. Either way, there is nothing you can do about that. I’m sure you’re concerned for Linda, and all I can promise is that I will do everything possible to look after her. I have programmed a destination into the ship’s autopilot. You will be taken there to recuperate. Once you arrive, seek any help you can find. 
 
    “Your mind may be bent on revenge, or finding us, but please do not waste this opportunity on such a foolish errand. You are now alone, and you must take great care not to put yourself at unnecessary risk. Find Earth, William. Find it, and perhaps many more answers will be forthcoming than you could imagine. Good luck,” said the Sage, as his image flickered and then vanished. 
 
    Instead of heeding Zotz’s advice, William shut off the autopilot and set a course for Transcendence‘s last known location. Fuck that old man. If he’s gotten everyone else killed, I’ll... well, I guess I can’t do anything, since they’re all dead. I hope he managed to get the ship away, somehow. I’ll just have a few choice words for him once we’re face-to-face again. Think positive, William. They’re not dead. They can’t be. They got away, and he just acted rashly. 
 
    The return trip took hours. Adrenaline-fueled anticipation kept William wide awake, despite the last vestiges of Zotz’s anesthetic still tainting his blood and the fact that the entire area he covered was nothing but black space. Once he was certain he’d returned to the site of their battle, he initiated a full scan of the area. There was ample debris, so much that it would have been difficult to find a ship lost among it, but according to the co-ordinates this had been precisely where the ferry ship he was in had launched. He tried to think of a way to perform a more selective scan, to separate the wreckage of Totality ships from whatever else was out there. The controls in front of him were unfamiliar and overwhelming. 
 
    “Damn it,” he muttered. “Is there a way to input voice commands on this thing?” 
 
    “Input voice command,” a male voice emanated from the console, scaring the crap out of him. 
 
    Wow, Zotz, thanks for preparing me for that, asshole. 
 
    “Voice commands? Uh, can you run a scan out to maximum range and tell me if there’s any wreckage consistent with an Order ship?” 
 
    “Please stand by.” 
 
    William waited. The minutes felt like hours. He tapped his foot impatiently, gripping his knees with both hands. 
 
    “Scan complete.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Quantities of wreckage consistent with Order vessel designs have been located.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Approximately eighty-four thousand, seven hundred tons.” 
 
    William had no concept of how much that really was, only that it was a lot. But is that just a chunk of the ship, or the whole thing? 
 
    “What class of ship is Transcendence of Light?” 
 
    “Dreadnaught class.” 
 
    “What’s the mass of a dreadnaught, then?” 
 
    “One hundred fifty-two thousand, nine hundred sixty five tons, including only standard systems, no crew or consumables, no—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” William cut in. “That’s what I wanted to know.” 
 
    Over half the mass. The rest probably got vaporized or something. There’s no question, the ship is gone. William sat there, letting the truth sink in. He didn’t want to believe it. The ship is gone. 
 
    “It’s gone,” he forced himself to say aloud, as if that would make it more real, and help him accept it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Safiya Monroe tapped out notes on the table, making eye contact with William once he finished speaking. “And that was the final fate of Transcendence of Light?” 
 
    William nodded, wishing once again he could lean back in the chair, his lower back spasming in protest as he pulled against the shackles that bound him to it. She eyed him carefully. 
 
    “How long after these events did you make Sasha’s acquaintance?” 
 
    “Not long.” 
 
    “Let’s move ahead to that part. Tell me what you know of her. You did say you would cooperate.” 
 
    “I’ve told you plenty. How about you answer some questions for me now? What do you plan on doing with me? I didn’t put Sasha up to this, and you have no right to hold me responsible for her.” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet what to do with you. Whether you are responsible for Sasha’s actions or not is beside the point. You helped her obtain the power she now has to inflict harm upon us.” 
 
    “So did you,” William pointed out. 
 
    Before Safiya could respond, a man in a dark suit barged in, went straight to Safiya and leaned down to whisper something in her ear. While she rarely looked happy to begin with, her expression turned grim and unpleasant. She fixed her gaze on William. “It seems we’ve run out of time. The President has ordered your execution.” 
 
    William’s heart throbbed in his chest. “I thought he was leaving it up to you?” 
 
    Safiya shrugged. “He’s entitled to change his mind.” 
 
    “Dying’s not so bad,” William mused. 
 
    Safiya’s eyes went to the frost giants, who unshackled William from the chair and roughly yanked him to his feet. 
 
    “What about Sasha?” William reminded her. “She’s still waiting to hear from you, isn’t she? Killing me won’t stop her. But I might be the only person who could talk her down. Did you ever think of that?” 
 
    She did not answer. At her nod, the guards led William from the room. He shuffled his feet so they wouldn’t have to drag him. As he moved through the bright corridor to his own execution, his eyes moved up to the ceiling. He imagined Sasha’s forces converging on Earth—he didn’t know how many ships she had at her command, but he hoped for many—and wished he would be around to witness the fury they rained upon the Earth. 
 
    At least Sasha can get some kind of revenge for me. I guess Wendt was right, he thought. The stars are written in death and beauty. 
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    Taking Lisha in hand, Vathion twirled her to face him before dipping her low. Lisha’s long blue hair hung just inches from the floor. He gazed down at her as she slowly closed her eyes and puckered her lips.  
 
    She had fought him every step of the way to get this, and he was still pissed about being forced to. He had already destroyed one of her other scenes and destroying this one too would bring down the wrath of the entire class that had helped modify the play. 
 
    Deciding that he had waited long enough, Vathion closed in - for the sloppiest kiss on record before abruptly releasing her. Lisha collapsed to the floor in an undignified heap and sat bolt upright, hands balled into fists. Quickly, he swept out his baton and grinned at the audience. 
 
    “Onward mates! For the Empire!” 
 
    The crowd went wild. 
 
    Finally, the curtains closed. 
 
    If he had been given the choice, Vathion would have remained behind stage. If denied that option, he would have picked someone else to be. However, he had been firmly overruled by the female contingent of his class. His own best friend, Mirith, had started it too, which was the real kicker but she knew how to get him to go along with her schemes. Vathion enjoyed acting, but it was mildly insulting to have to play the part of his own father, Ha’Natan, the charming daredevil Hero of Gilonnia. 
 
    The problem was that he hated Natan. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t exactly true. He hated playing Natan. 
 
    Giving that irresistible Natan grin, Vathion offered his hand down to Lisha. She accepted his hand with a dark look as the curtain opened for the bows. Lifting their joined hands as he and Lisha stepped forward, Vathion bowed in unison with his co-star, retreated as the other actors came forward to bow, and finally all of them took a final bow and the curtain closed again. His pinned-on grin fell from his lips.  
 
    “What was that?” Lisha demanded, jerking her hand loose. She was slender, with fairly large breasts for a Gilon girl, stuffed into a skimpy blue dress that left little to the imagination, her dark blue hair tied in a tail at the back of her head.  
 
    Shrugging, Vathion said, “Hey, you got the kiss like you wanted, and that drop was in character. Which hurts more, your butt or your pride?” He sheathed his baton in a practiced move as he turned away from her. Giving a nonchalant wave of his hand, Vathion strode off the stage and out into the hall that ran beside the school’s auditorium. Lifting his hands, he began to pull his blue contacts out, putting them away in the case he had snuck into his coat pocket. Natan had blue eyes, not green. They had forced him to paint his Bondstone too, since Natan’s bond, Paymeh, had blue eyes too. All of this had been just so that he would look like the real Ha’Natan. He scratched at the paint on the glassy coin-sized organ in the center of his forehead.  
 
    :That was pretty funny,: Jathas, Vathion’s Bond, sniggered mentally, :You didn’t do bad with the ad-libs either, they were a lot funnier and more natural than the lines you forgot. Sorry I wasn’t quick enough with them for you.: 
 
    Giving a slight shake of his head, Vathion thought back at his Hyphokos friend, :Not your fault, I can’t rely on you to remember everything for me. Otherwise tests would be a measure of how much you retained rather than how much I did.:  
 
    Jathas laughed softly. :Okay.: 
 
    The audience filled the hall near the doors to the auditorium, blocking easy exit. Vathion paused as he pondered how he was going to find his mother and get out before Lisha caught up to him; or worse - Paire, her boyfriend.  
 
    “Vathion,” a voice called out. He looked back to see Paire, the drama teacher’s pet and the one who had been stuck with the unfortunate role of Ma’Gatas, coming up behind him. Paire was nice enough when not provoked, but Vathion was glad that in another week Paire would be graduated and gone.  
 
    Grinning, he dropped an arm around Vathion’s shoulders, which only he could do, since they were of comparable height; somewhere around five feet and seven inches. “You did a great job!” Paire said with a glint in his eyes. They were cousins on Vathion’s mother’s side, but that didn’t mean they had to like it, or each other.  
 
    Vathion shook his head slightly. “I think you would have done better,” he said honestly.  
 
    Paire removed the amber wig and fluffed his sweaty cyan hair, some of it falling into his sleepy ocean blue eyes. The stage makeup, simulating Ma’Gatas scars, gave him a slightly older look for the moment. He picked at it, “This stuff smells terrible,” he muttered, then turned back to the topic at hand. “I just don’t fit the part of Ha’Natan. He’s rather energetic.” He prodded Vathion’s ribs. Vathion squirmed, uncommonly ticklish. “Besides, you look just like him - and do that line so well,” Paire concluded.  
 
    He rolled his eyes. “You’re a passable look alike too, and senior in the class. I shouldn’t have gotten the role.”  
 
    “You’ve got the hair, though.” 
 
    Vathion shoved his dark violet hair out of his face. He’d had it cut just before the play into the shaggy, slightly wavy mop that Natan had made quite popular. The twin locks framing his Bondstone were the most annoying part about it. “Quite by accident, I assure you,” he deadpanned. 
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    For thirty years, Gilonnia has been in the grip of a civil war, throwing a once peaceful empire into chaos. Vathion has never known peace and doesn’t expect to see an end to the fighting in his life-time. His entrance into the theater of war comes sooner than expected when his father, the dashing hero of the Empire, Ha’Natan, is assassinated. Pulled from his seemingly ordinary life, Vathion must hide his father’s death, discover the killer, and retain control of his inherited privateer battle ships or risk losing the entire war before he’s even gotten the chance to fight in it.  
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    Having thought the Natan Fleet was out of commission, the Empire’s enemies begin making their move to win, but Vathion is too stubborn to give up and too naive to know when to back down. His mistakes are costly, but when faced with the opportunity to simply quit or get revenge… Vathion chooses to fight and he’s out for blood. 
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    Even when he thought it was over, the nightmare just keeps going. Stripped of his friends and old life and his desire to fade into obscurity denied, Vathion must take over the empire, succeeding where his enemies failed. Drawing on his acting skills, he grips the reins of power with an iron fist and no care as to what he will be remembered for once he’s dead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Natan Fleet Show series is available on Amazon 
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    Chloe Darue lives in a sleepy, conservative Southern town challenging every norm she can. She’s a triple threat—she can program computers, kick someone’s ass, and she’s confident in her self-image. In fact, she only has two fears: her ex and her family finding out that she’s bi. 
 
    Enter Locke Headley, who is new to town and popping up everywhere she goes. He’s got deep blue eyes, an accent she would willingly drown in, and that amazing package is tied up with a fourth-degree black belt. Swoon. 
 
    She’s single. He’s single. This should be easy, right? 
 
    Not when her trust issues get in the way, particularly when it comes to Locke’s bedroom behaviors. Every time he makes a step forward, she shoves him two steps back. He’s not going to give up or go away. He’s a man who knows what he wants and won’t stop until he gets it. 
 
    Then again, maybe she can use it to her advantage. Anticipating her mother’s impending you’re-almost-thirty-and-not-married-yet conversation, she recruits him to be her fake boyfriend. Problems solved. 
 
    That’s great until real feelings start getting in the way of the ruse. But can they have anything lasting when it’s built on a foundation of deceit and foolish pride? 
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    Death is usually the end of a story, but for Dinah it is only the beginning. 
 
    When Dinah dies in a car accident, her faith in the Greek gods of myths brings her to the Underworld. She faces judgement and discovers she died before she was fated to, leaving the Judges uncertain and unable to reach a decision. Hades, the God of the Underworld, offers her a chance to impress them and earn a place in the underworld. 
 
    As a romantic, Dinah is drawn to the story of Persephone and Hades and wholeheartedly believes it to be one of true love. When she learns that Persephone is missing she decides she will try her best to find the Goddess, hoping that a mortal’s perspective might be enough to uncover a lead the gods had failed to notice. 
 
    Complications arise as she finds herself falling in love with the missing goddess’ husband. Convinced he still loves Persephone, she struggles to keep her feelings from interfering with her mission. She must also learn the ins and outs of palace life and find allies to aid her – all while coping with the loss of her life and soul-threatening dangers in her path. 
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